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Call of Cthulu: Tentacles-on Report • First Look: Age of Conan - God of War 


“AN EXTRAORDINARY EXPERIMENT IN 


COMING TO PC JUNE 7TH 


1 ENORMOUS STATE * HUNDREDS OF MILES OF HIGHWAY * 3 MAJOR CITIES: LOS SANTOS, SAN FIERRO, LAS VENTURAS 
11 SMALL TOWNS * 34 WEAPONS * 12 CHAINS * 50 OYSTERS * 50 PHOTO OPS * 6 WANTED STARS * B GANGS 
100 GRAFFITI TAGS * 7 AMMU-NATION STORES * 12 WATCHES * DOZENS OF RESTAURANTS * 11 RADIO STATIONS * 100 HORSESHOES 
34 Tattoos * 5x THE SizE OF МІСЕ Сітү * 6 GIRLFRIENDS * 2 TRIATHLONS * 2500 FEET OF MOUNTAIN 


WWW.ROCKSTARGAMES.COM/SANANDREAS 
SOUNDTRACK AVAILABLE ON INTERSCOPE RECORDS 
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INTERACTIVE STORYTELLING.” -TIME MAGAZINE 


5 GYMNASIUMS * 187 VEHICLES * 6 GAMES OF CHANCE * 33 HAIRCUTS * 7 BOUTIQUES * 10 Dus * 65 SHIRTS * ACRES OF COUNTRYSIDE 
44 PAIRS OF PANTS * DUAL WEAPONS * 37 SHOES * 70 UNIQUE STUNT JUMPS * 17 PAIRS OF SHADES 
56 Hats * 155 Music TRACKS * OVER ONE MILLION CLOTHING COMBINATIONS * AND MUCH MUCH MORE... 


100% EPIC AcTION ADVENTURE. WELCOME TO SAN ANDREAS 


LEWIS Blood and Gore 


Intense Violence 
Strong Language 
Strong Sexual Content 


ImTERSCORE 


X Use of Drugs 


WHEN LIVES ARE ON THE LINE, 
Reese ШАТ ANSWERS 


Lead your elite squad of tactical 
experts into a city filled with armed 


felons and explosive situations that 


only SWAT can handle. Take to the 
streets in this authentic, heart-pounding 
pinnacle of tactical shooter action. 


It's life or death...with no other 


„4 


www.SWATY.com 


irrational 
games" 


exclusively by тайа) Games. Developer Modifications Copyright © 206 aoa] ames. Benelli prod 
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Havok.com Inc. fand its Licensors) АЙ rights reserved, See www.havok.com for details. Games ‘Powered by GameSpy’ design 
Geforce are registered trademarks or trademarks of NVIDIA Corporation in the United States and/or other countries. All other trademarks are property of their respective owners. 
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SWAT TACTICS 
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ONLINE MULTIPLRYER 


SWAT EQUIPMENT 
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HEROES WANTED 


The Revolution is Dere. 
Join cbe Ruling Class. 
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WPE’RE REVOLUTIONIZING THE WAY YOU PLAY. WE'VE DONE AWAY 
WITH MONTHLY FEES, TEDIOUS GAME PLAY, AND ROTE, PREDICTABLE 
BATTLES. ENTER A NEW ERA WHERE FUN, STRATEGY, AND SKILL RULE! 


We AXED THE We KILLED THE BOREDOM We ELIMINATED POINTLESS 
SUBSCRIPTION FEES OF SPAWN CAMPING FIGHTS AGAINST EXPERIENCE 
No monthly fees to play a Your adventure is created just Skill determines victory in every 


game you've already bought for you and your party battle, not hours played 


"The first great online action/RPG - for everyone who 
hates MMORPGs, and those who love them, too.” 
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ARENANET 


— PC Gamer 


www.GUILDWARS.COM 


© 2005 NC Interactive, Inc. All Rights Reserved. NCsoft, the interlocking NC logo, 
ArenaNet, Guild Wars and all associated NCsoft and ArenaNet logos and designs 
are trademarks or registered trademarks of NCsoft Corporation. All other 
registered trademarks or trademarks are property of their respective owners. 
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“THAT CAN TRANSLATE INTO A FIRE FRENZY 200MED-IN LEVELS OF DETAIL.” 
OF EXCITEMENT ON THE BATTLEFIELD." $ - GAMESPOT 
- IGN | == 


430 GRAPHICS ENGINE RENDERS FIERCE RTS BATTLES IN EXQUISITE DETAIL. 
ЕТ THE AXIS, ALLIES, OR YUGOSLAVIAN RESISTANCE ACROSS NORTHERN AFRICA, SOUTHERN EUROPE OR THE BALKANS. 
4cOMPREHENSIVE MISSION EDITOR ALLOWS PLAYERS TO CREATE THEIR OWN SCENARIOS AND MISSIONS. 
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Son of Sam 

Shinier than DOOM, funnier than 
Half-Life, trippier than Painkiller, 
and drier than Far Cry, Croteam's 
take-no-prisoners grand mal 
shooter Serious Sam II fires 

a supercharged cannonball 
straight between your cajones 
and out the top of your shredded 
pleasure center. By Kelly Wand 


Random Acts of Evil 


The ex-Blizzard team from 

Flagship Studios finally unveils its 
first game, the extremely random 
Hellgate: London. By Steve Bauman 


State of Hate 
and Distrust 


The videogame industry 2005: 
Anger was the energy at this 
year's Game Developer's 
Conference. By Steve Bauman 


Deutschland 
Uber Alles 


Irrational proves that you can go 
home again with a Nazi-smashing 
trip back in time to the Golden 
Age of comics with Freedom 
Force vs. The Third Reich. 

By Brett Todd 


Getting it to Go 


The state of handheld gaming in 
2005: The PSP takes it to anew 
level, but the N-Gage and DS 
have their own solid titles. 

By Tom Chick 
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Watching the Wars 


Check out the high-resolution trailer for Guild Wars, which 
should be reaching shelves right... about... now. And if you 
want some epic online real-time strategy, check out this 


month's demo of Empire Earth Il. It has everything but pen- 
guins. Maybe. Also this month: Tear down the castle with 
Paradox's Knights of Honor. 


INSTRUCTIONS The disc should autoplay once placed in your С 


OM. If it does. 


not, double-click on CGCD.EXE to launch the interface. If you have a defective 


CD-ROM, 


lacement can be obtained by sending the original to: Computer 


Games, ATTN: CD Replacement, 65 Millet St. Richmond, VT 05477. 
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ThRONE OF DESTINY” 


Your homeland is under siege. The Aluvian Queen and the 


Visit www.esrb.or s 2 5 ey 1 Н Ex 
d Viamontian King rally their forces. Which side will you choose? Sr 

for updated rating mx d 

information. http://ac.turbinegames.com station 
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From the series that reinvented historical real-time strategy 
cames an evolution of epic proportions — a powerful new 
interface puts you in control as never before. Relive the 
complete span of human history as you lead your civilization 
through 12,000 years of conquest. 


www.empireearth2.com 
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Unprecedented Control 
Real-time Picture-in-Picture creates 
a whole new level of command. 
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BATTLEFIELD. 
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Unequaled Scope Unrivaled Realism 


Multiplayer Domination 


Command over 500 unique units and. Adapt your tactics to manage changing ` Play free online in 9 challenging 
buildings in your 12,000-year conquest. seasons and inclement weather. — modes with upto 10 players. 
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jut of Time 


The real threat to the industry: finding the time to play all of these games 


hen research firm NPD released its yearly sales 
Weare in February, the annual “PC games are 

doomed!” reports were out in full force. “The 
PC is losing ground to consoles, handhelds and even 
wireless phones,’ said one article. “Even as the rest of 
the industry expands, sales of PC-based games are 
falling like a rock, dropping 12% last year" Ouch. 

“The PC is going the way of the Atari 2600,’ said 
another, which apparently means it’s old, slow, has 
awful graphics, and will never get any better. 

But let's face it, this isn't a pretty picture, no mat- 
ter how you spin it. PC game revenue has declined 
over the last five years, from a high of nearly $2 bil- 
lion dollars in 1999 to last year's $1.08 billion. 

But NPD only tracks retail sales. Missing are direct 
online sales, a growing area thanks to folks like 
Yahoo!, Comcast, Direct2Drive. It makes sense that 
PC gamers are more likely to embrace easily down- 
loadable games—there's even a small chance they'll 
pay for them from time-to-time as well. (Har.) 

Also, consider that Sony sells its EverQuest expan- 
sions as downloads, as well as in retail. With a couple 
of releases a year, that could easily be 400,000 sales. 

There's also the big fish in the downloadable 
game pond. While Vivendi Universal celebrated 1.7 
million sales of Half-Life 2, some in the industry esti- 
mate that Valve had nearly twice that number in di- 
rect sales via Steam. (Valve itself won't comment on 
sales figures, so my best guess is a number some- 
where between 1 and 10 zillion.) 

So downloadable games account for a significant 
portion of the missing revenue, right? It's possible. 

But what about the other big revenue generator, 
subscription fees? If there are a few million people 
paying anywhere from $10-$15 every month for the 
privilege of dancing online, you're looking at an- 
other $200 million or so dollars each year. Suddenly, 
that decline doesn't look nearly as dire. 

So, some large percentage of the losses in revenue 
can be easily found in downloadable games and 
MMOs, which means everything is peachy, right? 

Not quite. 

MMOs present another unique problem. If you're 
a fan of the genre, ask yourself this: Are you buying 
as many games as you used to since you started 
your grind du-jour? 

After my own largely anecdotal study of one per- 
son (me) playing one game (World of WarCraft), I'm 
beginning to wonder if the biggest issue facing PC 


gaming is the monopolization of gaming time and 
dollars by MMOs and other open-ended and 
moddable games. Once I started playing World of 
WarCraft, it pretty much took over all of my gaming 
time. There are so many places to visit, and so 
many Murlocs to slaughter that | was almost over- 
whelmed with the sheer quantity of stuff to do. 
(And what about games like Counter-strike? What 
does a game like that do to the buying habits of 
fans of online or tactical shooters?) 

It's not like | didn't have anything else to do. 
Granted, there weren't many (good) PC games re- 
leased between Thanksgiving and March, but | 
picked up a bunch of used ones for my Xbox and 
PS2 that I'd never gotten around to playing. Апа | 
still haven't gotten around to playing them. 

Almost every game nowadays is designed to max- 
imize the amount of time you spend with it, either 
through randomized gameplay elements, huge ex- 
plorable worlds, or moddability. All of these are defi- 
nitely in the category of “good things,’ but it does 
create a weird problem—the more time (or money) 
you spend with any current game means you have 
less to spend on something else. While that's good 
for you, it’s bad for the industry. 
Ah, money. What about the hit to your wallet? 
That $50 investment in an MMO could end up being 
as much as $250 in a year (assuming the release of 
at least one expansion). In other words, you've es- 
sentially paid for five games; this is great for the 
maker of the MMO, but not so great for those that 
made the four games you didn't buy. (According to 
research from IGN/GameSpy, its visitors spend about 
$233 a year, on average, on PC games.) 

In a twisted way, | find myself longing for the su- 
perficial and shallow. While no one likes blasting 
through a $50 game in one weekend, there's some- 
thing to be said for the finality of “completing” some- 
thing in a reasonable amount of time and moving on. 

With today's bigger and more replayable games— 
which is a good thing, right?— l'm finding it harder 
and harder to do just that. 8 


UPFRONT 


by Steve Bauman 


| ^..the more time 
(or money) you 
spend with any 
current game 
means you have 
less to spend on 
something else” 
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Please help get the word out about the fail- 
ures of Blizzard with World of WarCraft. 
There are so many problems with down- 
time, patch issues, lack of content, serious 
lack of communication, and Blizzard's ab- 
solute disrespect toward its player base. 

Just take a look at the forums on how 
players feel: forums.worldofwarcraft.com It 
is just unreal how things have turned from 
amazingly great to absolutely disgusting, 
and this coming from a player who has 
been playing the game since alpha phase 2. 

Sadly enough, my e-mails of complaints 
and issues to my inside Blizzard “friend” just 
got the typical, and sickening, Blizzard com- 
munity manager response. 

Rev 


While Blizzard shouldn't get a free pass, I'm 
not sure why people feel that they'll get any- 
thing but a "standard" response. Any e-mail 
sent from Blizzard will be reposted all over the 
Internet, so they need to be extremely careful 
about what they say to the public. And giving 


"It is just unreal how 
things have turned 
from amazingly great to 


т 


absolutely disgusting.... 
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long, detailed answers to literally 
hundreds of thousands of indi- 
viduals would require an army of cus- 
tomer service representatives. Does that make 
it okay to have poor CS? Nope. But it sure ain’t 
easy to satisfy MMO players, particularly 
those that post in the forums. -ed 


I love almost everything | read about Auto 
Assault in your April issue. Guns, cars, on- 
line, indeed! What a combination. 

Tommy Ward 


The April “Speak Out” by Alex and Brad 
Wardell was one of the most enjoyable arti- 
cles I've ever read. It would make a great 
handout to the millionaire Senators in DC, 
who have nothing more important to worry 
about than steroids and videogames while 
at the same time refusing to increase the 


minimum wage to a liv- 
able amount while voting themselves seven 
pay increases in eight years. 

The article increased my interest in on- 
line role-playing games, a genre І never re- 
ally considered other than a brief attempt 
with my slow ISP to play Call of Duty online. 

Mike Seaton 


If you light a man on fire, he will warm for a 
day. But if you set a man on fire, he will be 
warm for the rest of his life. 

NecroNuke9 


What kind of job opportunities are available 
at PC Gamer? 
soccastar001 


There may be an opening in their hype de- 
partment. -ed 


Hello to SB-CY-BT-Tommy Chick-etc. Have a 
nice day, and do keep me in your prayers. 
Charleyfaterowland 


Smooth up in ya! Whatcha freakin mean l'm 
not invited to the party? 
Charleyfaterowland 
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When you've finished the tral, your character will be waiting for you right where you left off — ready to continue your adventures in the world of EverQuest I= 
There's never been a better way to discover the legendary action and beauty of the world's most successful massively multiplayer online franchise, Download it now! 
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KQUESTAWITH THE BEST! 
FREE TRIAL - 


Т Sur 


Experience the mythic wonders of EverQuest Il with this unique, easy-to-access, FREE trial! 2 
Join 350,000 online adventurers as you create up to 4 characters, play the tutorial and explore the Island of Refuge. ~~». => 


WHERE ADVENTURE COMES ALIVE" 


WWWTRIALOFTHEISLE.COM 


meant to be play 


SONY ONLINE 
ENTERTAINMENT 


Yesterday, 
1357 people 
purchased a 
bad game. 


We can help. 
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Subscribe and save 67% off 
the newstand cover price. 


Get 12 issues for $19.97 or 12 issues 
with the Demo CD for $29.97. 


Subscribe now: cgonline.com/subscribe 


| don't know who he is, but | know where 
he is: From the other side. On the holy 
mountain. 

Charleyfaterowland 


Is that Batman? -ed 


Vivendi Universal just screwed over an en- 
tire community, everyone who bought 
Tribes Vengeance. Many things in the game 
were unfinished when released. They im- 
mediately promised a patch. After a delay, 
Guy Welch, head of marketing, said in their 
official forum that it would be released in 
May and would fix the problems. No word 
until March, when the new marketing guy 
said it was in testing and would be out 
soon. A few days later, Guy posts this: 

"Development on the previously an- 
nounced Tribes Vengeance 1.1 update has 
been cancelled. No further updates to 
Tribes Vengeance are planned.’ 

The community is in an uproar and most 
of us wish for some legal action. Anyway, | 
thought at least it might make for a good 
story. There are plenty of posts on the Tribal 
War forums. 

Another piece of information: | went to 
the BBB to file a complaint. 

VUG gets a flat F. 

Adam Cabler 


VUG deserves its F in PR, but reading the 


Tribal War forums is interesting because the 
majority of people seem to post some varia- 
tion of, "Glad | didn't buy the game.” Maybe 
there's a reason why there's no patch; there's 
no one to use said patch. And while anyone is 
free to contact the BBB, it seems a bit of a 
stretch to say Vengeance is a broken product. 
It may not work the way people want it to, 
and promised improvements may not be 
forthcoming, but it does work. -ed 


I like the new alt.games sections, with the 
focus on low budget, high-quality games 
not being produced by the “big boys" Many 
of us have an interest in playing a wide vari- 
ety of games, and seeing how they can be 
produced without gigantic staffs and huge 
budgets. 

1 have thoroughly checked out DIY 
Games and Game Tunnel; they have a lot 
to peruse. | have downloaded probably 
two-dozen demos for games that cost, on 
average, $20. 

Back to the fun. 

Rich Holmes 


NO MORE APPLES IN THE VENDING MA- 
CHINE PLEASE! 
H.S. 


So that's what that smell was. -ed 
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Telekinesis, Clairvoyance and 
Pyrokinesis make the brain the 
ultimate weapon. Now Psychonauts 
makes the brain the ultimate battlefield 
in a twisted adventure through the beautifully 


; Report to 
demented minds of misfits, monsters and madmen. 


PSYCHONAUTS.COM 


to start your adventure. 
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Cartoon Violence 


REBOUND 


Cinematic? | Want to Believe 


By Geoff Rayback 


now, but | just can't keep it in any longer. 
| really became aware of it the first time | played Call of 

Duty. If you will recall, there isn’t an independent slider to control 
the in-game music volume, and as a result, much of the game is 
smothered by its Wagnerian score. l'm no expert, but I’m reason- 
ably certain that the 82nd Airborne division did not drop a 60- 
piece orchestra in with the Pathfinders. 

| was upset by this omission, so | went to the support website 
and submitted “lack of a volume slider for the music” as a bug 
(which | still think it is). The support team wrote back with some 
official statement to the effect that, “we paid a lot of money for 
that music, so you're damn well going to sit there and enjoy it!” 

| didn't like that very much, so | created a bunch of blank mp3 
files, gave them the names of the game's music files, and over- 
wrote the music folder. | instantly fell in love with the game. | 
must have played it all the way through 50 times, and | still think 
it is one of my all-time favorites (without the music). 

1 couldn't quite put my finger on why the music irked me so 


| need to unburden myself. I've been sitting on this for a while 


“Games are not movies! I’m not 
looking for cinematic; | want 


immersion! ” 
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much. There are tons of games where | thought the music really 
added to the fun. What was different with Call of Duty? | wasn't 
quite able to verbalize what my problem was until | got into an 
argument with some guy in one of the game's forums. He could- 
n't understand why | didn't like the music and kept saying things 
like, "it was just like a movie,’ and, "it was sooo cinematic.” 

Movie? Cinematic? Suddenly | realized what the issue was. 
Games are not movies! l'm not looking for cinematic; | want im- 
mersion! 

Have you ever seen a movie that could keep your attention for 
eight hours a day (or more) for weeks on end? Unless you're clini- 
cally obsessed with Jennifer Connelly (and aren't we all a little?), 

1 suspect the answer is по. | did go through a TRON phase when 
| was a kid, but that doesn't count. 

Cinematic means that you sit passively watching the screen 
for a couple of hours, or until you get bored. | want games to 
take me away. | want to almost believe that I’m a paratrooper in 
Normandy, or a nerdy scientist with a bunch of big guns, or a re- 
ally hot vampire. 

My problem with Call of Duty wasn't the music, it was the cin- 
ema. Doom 3 was full of music, but it contributed to the atmos- 
phere of the game and never pulled me out of illusion. Call of 
Duty with the music was like a great dream that | kept waking up 
from every time the music picked up. 

The decision by game producers to make games more cine- 
matic is based on the faulty syllogism that since movies are finan- 
cially successful—and we want our game to be financially success- 
ful—we should make our game more like a movie. But games can 
do things that no movie will ever be able to do. As much as | en- 
joyed Saving Private Ryan, | did not once believe, even a teensy bit, 
that I was in Normandy as | watched it. But | certainly did believe a 

little bit when | was ducking for cover from an MG42 in Call of 

Duty. And | definitely got sucked into the world of Doom 3— 

if | hadn't, | wouldn't have jumped when those freaking 
spider things dropped on my head. | hate those guys. 
Anything that destroys the illusion, whatever it is, weak- 
ens my experience. If a game is full of weird artifacts in the 
graphics, it pulls me out. If it is buggy and crashes all the 
time, it pulls me out. And yes, if I'm lying wounded on a 
bridge in Normandy, surrounded by burned-out tanks and 
dead soldiers, and suddenly, without warning, there is a vi- 
cious counter attack by the London Symphony Orchestra, 
it pulls me out. 
| don't just want to be entertained. | want to believe. 


Do you have something to say? So say it! Send all topics 
and/or completed articles of no more than 750 words to 
editor@cgonline.com. Articles may be edited for space, or 
because we want to justify our existence by chopping 
your piece into little bits. 
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"А Superb, gripping fantasy series with a twist 
‘you have to see To beleve” 


— Rob Bricken“Anime Insider 


ANIMATED BY BONES STUDIO 


(Cowboy Bebop, Escaflowne, RahXephon) 


PACIFICA CASSUL IS fl GIRL WITH A DESTINY, BUT UNFORTUNATELY IT IS NOT A GOOD ONE. 

Z DESTINED TO BE THE "SCRAPPED PRINCESS, PACIFICA IS PROPHECIZED TO BE THE HARBINGER OF 
> DESTRUCTION OF THE WORLD! SENTENCED TO DEATH, YOUNG PACIFICA GROWS UP IN SECRECY 
| CUARDED BY HER BROTHER AND SISTER. AND AS THE DRY OF THE WORLD'S DESTRUCTION DRAWS 
NEAR, HOW LONG CAN THE SCRAPPED PRINCESS RUN BEFORE TIME RUNS OUT. FOREVER? 


AvaiagLe At Тнеѕе Ано Отнея Fine RETAILERS: 


dye amazon.com iRIGHTSÉUuf. © 2003-2005 Scrapped Princess Production Group 
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INCOMING 


cts of Evil 


The ex-Blizzard team from Flagship Studios finally unveils its first game, the extremely random 
Hellgate: London. sy STEVE BAUMAN 
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Flagship Studios Namco 

To Be Determined 
It's Like: Fallout Diablo Wars 
The Buzz: Flagship Studios' Bill Roper is a 
professional demonstrator, if such a title ex- 
ists. For years, he served as the public 
face—and occasional voice—for various 
games from Blizzard Entertainment. He was 
the guy who'd point out all of the cool little 
details in StarCraft and WarCraft; and his en- 
thusiasm for his games was infectious with- 
out being overbearing. He never overstated 
what was being shown on screen—he 
seems to understand that he doesn't need 
to sell the game he's working on to the 
press or public. The games do this pretty 
well on their own. 

Flagship is his new company, co-founded 
with fellow Blizzard expatriates David 
Brevik, Max and Erich Schaefer, and 
Kenneth Williams. (Other co-founders are 
David Glenn, Peter Hu, Philip Shenk, and 
Tyler Thompson.) Most of them made this 
game called Diablo, which a fair number of 
people kind of like. Now he's finally demon- 
strating his company’s first product, a PC 
game from an unlikely publisher, console 
powerhouse Namco. 


Back in Hell 


Considering the team's pedigree, it should 
come as no surprise that Hellgate: London is 
sort of a modernized Diablo. "People proba- 
bly guess we're doing top-down or three- 
quarter perspective medieval gothic fan- 
tasy, says Roper as he fires up the game. 
Only it's not this type of game at all: It's a 
modern, first-person 3D game that looks 
more Half-Life 2 than Baldur's Gate. 

“It's not a first-person shooter,’ says Roper. 
“It doesn't require twitch skills.’ It shares with 
Diablo a core action/role-playing design 
where multiplayer and single-player are 
identical, and it focuses almost exclusively 
on cooperative play. There will be common 


Scenes from Hell, or at least London. Battle bad guys in the streets of London or head to 
the Underground for some rest and relaxation. But don't cross the streams... 


areas for players to mingle in and buy/sell 
loot, and randomly generated 3D environ- 
ments for adventuring. Yes, randomly gener- 
ated 3D environments. Few games outside 
of Daggerfall way back in 1996 have traveled 
down this particular route. 

Set 25 years or so in the future, a demon 
invasion has left the world in tatters—in 
one twist from standard role-playing game 
plots, the “cataclysmic world event” you nor- 
mally are saving everyone from has already 
occurred. It seems this isn’t the first time 
these battles have been fought, and the 
Earth's main protectors have always been 
the Knights Templar. Yes, they were disman- 
tled and destroyed by Prince Philip in the 
14th century, but these organizations have 
a way of hanging around. In fact, one of the 
character classes you can choose for your 
character is a Templar. 

As might be inferred from its name, 
Hellgate is set in London. "We like [the city] 


because it has a rich history and diverse ar- 
chitecture,’ says Roper. The city's combina- 
tion of old, new, modern, post-modern, and 
futuristic architecture—or the “interesting 
bizzarity" (as Roper puts it) of it—is letting 
Flaghship’s artists craft surface levels with 
various looks, plus there can be regular 
“dungeons” in the Underground. "There's 
everything from Victorian hospitals, to WWII 
bomb shelters, to Roman aqueducts in the 
Underground,’ says Roper. 


Missions from Hell 

The remaining humans have retreated to the 
London Underground, which seems impervi- 
ous to the demon hordes thanks to all sorts 
of conspiracy theories run amok in the back- 
story, ones involving Freemasons, the 
Templars, and maybe even Mulder and 
Scully. (Or not.) Between missions, players 
and NPCs can wander around various pre- 
designed train stations. If you're online, you'll 
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see other players in these areas, or you can 
talk to people and take on various missions 
that send you to the Underground or to the 
surface. Some missions will have cutscenes 
and be integral to advancing the story, while 
others will be just for flavor and experience. 
These instanced missions will be de- 
signed for single-player or multiplayer. 
Roper says that they could support as many 
players as is reasonable, and missions will 


destroyed objects, the walls are crumbling, 
and there's a lot of... stuff all over the place. 
This could be a greyer version of Half-Life 2's 
City 17. Right now, most of the buildings 
are empty or can't be entered, but Roper 
says they will eventually open them up for 
exploration. There will also be scripted 
events and set pieces. "We're trying to keep 
it from being this place where monsters just 
hang around; says Roper. 


“We're trying to keep it from being this place 


where monsters just hang around;"-BiLL ROPER 


self-balance based on the skill and experi- 
ence levels of the players. If you go in solo, 
the monsters may be a certain level, or the 
amount of damage a monster takes or 
dishes out will vary. These monsters will 
also feature their own randomization; aside 
rom different costumes and armaments, 
they may also have different limbs, and the 
Al will adjust accordingly. 


Random Hell 


Roper enters one of these random areas. It 
doesn't look generic; the streets are full of 


The ultimate goal for the surface explo- 
ration is to have players exploring the same 
places, but the actual experience is different 
for everyone. "Every time you go to that 
area [in Hellgate], you're exploring it for the 
first time,’ Roper says. "There's always the 
possibility something will be different.” 

The current interface is all placeholder, 
but Roper says they have some basic ideas. 
"We're trying to take the cool elements from 
other games,’ he says, pointing to the first- 
person-shooter-style health bar, and the 
MMO«^style character portrait. There are ex- 


Say hello to my firey little friend. 
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perience bars, and the left and right mouse 
buttons represent different kinds of attacks 
and skills. Roper pulls up a mock of the in- 
ventory screen, it's your typical paper doll 
interface, showing the character's armor, 
weapons, inventory, and stats. 


Cast from Hell 

The bad guys are a demonic cast of thou- 
sands. Roper describes the "demon caste sys- 
tem"that ranges from old Londoners pos- 
sessed by some demons, mindless 
flesheaters, and beasts to top-level Necros, 
arcane spellcasters, and spectral demons 
that aren't fully able to manifest in our world. 

Roper says they're not just throwing in 
monsters willy-nilly; there's a logical progres- 
sion for players through this evil army."We 
didn't want it to be, ‘oh, they opened up this 
hellgate and overwhelmed humans with 
sheer numbers, he says. “We want to think 
out how a demon invasion would occur, the 
timing, and who did what and when.’ 

Some of the demons start to attack, so 
Roper fires back. He says weapons are “spell 
delivery systems,’ not just guns; in fact, 
standard weaponry doesn't work against 
demons. There won't be your typical sniper 
rifles or rocket launchers. Guns are based on 
existing weapons, but they've all been 
modified to shoot fireballs or deliver some 
other sorts of colorful effects. All of the 
weapons are forgiving—as Roper says, it's 
not a twitch game. There will be over 100 
types of weapons, and most feature addi- 
tional sockets for modifications you might 
stumble on in the game world. 

You can even duel wield."We envision 
the Templar fighting with a gun in one hand 
and a sword in the other,’ says Roper. 


A Hellacious Wait 

With its emphasis on randomization, cus- 
tomization, missions, loot grabbing, role- 
playing, and action, it's hard not to think of 
Hellgate as the ultimate combination of 
Diablo and World of WarCraft. That doesn't 
sound half bad. 

Just don't look for in the near future. 
Roper is cagey about the release date; it's 
definitely not 2005, but they don't even 
want to commit to a specific part of 2006. 
"Namco is big on the overall experience; he 
says, reclining in his chair. They'll be taking 
their time, just like they did with Blizzard. 
That approach seems to work for their old 
company; it's probably a good chance it will 
work for Flagship as well. 8 
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A friendly game of girl-on-girlipat-a-cake. 


When two parallel worlds collide with a third, they can’t all be parallel 


Funcom Late 2005 


It’s Like: The Longest Broken Sword in 
Syberia 

The Buzz: “They say that every story has a 
beginning and an end...” begins the reverie 
that is Dreamfall, sequel to The Longest 
Journey, everyone's 2000 Adventure Game of 
the Year. This one was born in the mind of 
highly regarded storyteller Ragnar Tornquist, 
and captivated many during a time when 
adventure games seem to have tanked com- 
pletely. The story of heroine April Ryan's 
travel between parallel universes was down- 
right riveting. Ten in-game years after her 
first experience April's back, but the central 
character here is Zoé Castillo, a woman 
who's facing one of life's crossroads. She's 
the character through whose eyes you'll play 
out most of the story, but there are a few 
other playable characters. A college dropout 
living with her father in Casablanca circa 
2219, Zoé seems to fit well within the “Angry 
Young Woman" paradigm (and she looks 
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pretty hawt in her skivvies). 

Comatose when you meet her in the lat- 
ter part of the game's prologue (which is 
being kept well under wraps), her subcon- 
scious self voices concerns about some- 
thing terrible that has happened, or will 
have happened. Not surprisingly, you are 
the only person who can do something 
about this nebulous tragedy. The scene cuts 
to Zoé's bedroom in the present, where you 
take control of the action. She's watching TV 
via a worldwide network, when all of a sud- 
den, the screen goes static, and she sees an 
image of a tortured-looking woman beg- 
ging for her help. These "static interludes" 
(seen only by Zo&) will provide tension and 
exposition throughout, and depending 
upon your decade of reference, you'll think 
of either The Ring, Go-Into-the-Light-Carol- 
Ann, or, gulp, Videodrome. While it's a shame 
to have to clothe the lady, you do anyway, 
and hit the streets of Casablanca—the engi- 


neering capitol of the world at that time. 

At this point you're not in Kansas any- 
more, and you're treated to some pretty 
richly detailed architecture and scenery, and 
while the graphics engine is no framerate 
pumping adrenaline factory, it doesn't need 
to be. Here it's all about the art direction, 
and the shifting camera angles provide a 
cinematic feel. The use of 3D negates the 
need for FMV, and they're hoping it'll make 
you feel more engulfed in the moment. 
Joining the Stark (technical) and Arcadia 
(magical) worlds from the first game, is a 
third world, known simply as "The Winter.” 
From an early demo, the gameplay in 
Dreamfall is a real departure from its prede- 
cessor's standard point-and-click deal. You 
move by swooshing the mouse, and the 
game's cone-of-sight feature allows you to 
find items, clues, and action options, while 
operating in 3D space. At the risk of banal- 
ity, “it’s a lot more ‘immersive’ that way.’ 

While Tornquist is the game's designer, he 
is, above all else, a storyteller. After all, а 
strong story and empathic characters are 
what carried the first game, and are a few of 
the things, perhaps the only things, that con- 
tinue to keep the adventure genre viable. It's 
the little genre that could. -Cindy Yans 


THE MOST REALISTIC AND INNOVATIVE 
RTS CASTLE-SIM EVER CREATED. 
IMMERSE YOURSELF IN THE MEDIEVAL 
LIFESTYLE, LIVE LIKE A LORD, DEFEND M A 
YOUR CASTLE- FROM BARBARIAN HORDES... 7 FIREFLY STUDIOS' 
AND, IF-YOUR CASTLE IS STRONG ENOUGH, S 

BECOME KING. 


www.stronghold?:cóm 
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Nimm Deine Verschmutzte Hande 
Weg von Meiner Wuste 


Stormregion ру 
June 2005 


It’s Like: Codename Panzers. Duh. 

The Buzz: Codename Panzers was a well-ex- 
ecuted, content-rich strategy title that got 
somewhat overrun in the tank-rush of major 
releases at the time. Its successor, Phase 
Two, presents different Anglo- 
American/German fronts in WWII as experi- 
enced by a cast of new characters, and 
promises to round-out the package with 
even more story, a more gamer-friendly ap- 
proach, an increased focus on tactics, and 
even some polished-up voice-acting to im- 
prove the game's dramatic presentation. 

By its very nature, Phase Two will attempt 
to sidestep some of the traditional "issues" 
with RTS games; namely, the tendency to 
devolve into episodes of "The Turtle and 
Crank Show"—tedious rounds of laborious, 
uneventful base-building followed by mass- 
production rushes that have little to do with 
real strategy. The game equips desktop 
commanders with a finite, pre-defined force 
whose units are carried over from mission 
to mission (or not, depending on how well 
you do). No abstracted resource-gathering. 
No silly insta-bases. No comforting, portable 
military/industrial complex to encourage 
the bad strategy of thoughtless rushes. Just 
the reinforcements and/or replacement 
units that only a careful, shrewd com- 
mander should expect to support a hard- 
fought campaign between battles. 

Phase Two recognizes that armored units 
are not a mere collection of symmetrical hit- 
points, but designed war machines... with 
literal chinks in the armor. With better armor 
in some places than in others, each potential 
target's position/facing is an important con- 
cern. Also, the attacker's hardware must be 
appropriate for his target; a bunch of rifle- 
men plinking away at a thick-hide tank aren't 
going to accomplish much of anything, re- 


30 Computer Games | June 2005 


We'll wait. 


gardless of how long they concentrate their 
ineffectual small-arms fire. Amen to that. 

Another nice detail is the addition of ve- 
hicle headlights, a sort of double-edged 
(light-) saber; units with their headlights 
on can obviously see better in low-light 
conditions... at the cost of broadcasting 
their approach in the visible spectrum to 
their enemies. 

Visually, it's a box of welcome eye-candy; 
fully 3D tanks, trucks, transports, and troops 
prowl the desert wastes (or well-modeled 
North African population centers), while air- 
craft dramatically circle, attack, and occa- 


[top] That's going to leave a (Deutsch) mark. [bottom] Just try knocking down this baby with small-arms fire. 


sionally spiral-in for a crash landing. Take out 
atank, and the crew will bail; they'll be less 
than ideal as sudden by-proxy “infantry,” of 
course... but if they can locate and man a 
currently abandoned armor unit somewhere 
on the map, they're back in business. 

Italian and Yugoslavian campaigns will be 
included, in addition to the ones for the 
Brits and Americans, and you can expect to 
encounter a few familiar faces from the first 
game. Panzers: Phase Two not only looks 
promising but more polished all around, 
with appeal for an even broader audience. 
-Chris Hudak 


Star Wars 
Battlefront II 


Developer Pandemic Publisher LucasArts 
Release Date Fall 2005 


Pandemic Studios, creator of the original 
Battlefront, never left the drawing board, 
apparently, since this sequel will be ap- 
pearing a scarce one year later. The ear- 
lier game was just about completely mul- 
tiplayer-centric, so although they’re still 
offering 64-person multiplayer, they've 
revamped the single-player experience 
to include smarter Al enemies and allies, 
plus a greater emphasis on story told 
through open-ended mission-based ob- 
jectives. Fly doggie-style (make that 
“dogfight style") in X-wings, TIE Fighters, 
Jedi Starfighters, and several other star- 
craft, or resort to melee combat on an 
enemy capital ship. New locations will in- 
clude the Death Star interior, the Tantive 
IV, and more. Be a Jedi; be a Jedi; all the 
world loves a Jedi. 


Telltale Games 
TBD 
2006 

Based on the comic Bone: Out From 
Boneville, this weird-looking adventure 
game is in the twisted hands of a bunch of 
refugees from LucasArts. The Bone cousins 
are in the desert, lost and dying of thirst, 
when they become separated by an angry 
swarm of locusts. Fone Bone, bearing a map 
and a well-worn copy of Moby Dick, needs 
to search a bizarrely populated valley as he 
attempts to reunite the family. 
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Stoked Rider featuring Tommy Brunner 


Developer/Publisher Bongfish Interactive Release date Fall 2005 

Originally started in 1999 as an ad-game, developer Bongfish is turning Stoked Rider 
into a full-fledged cel-shaded PC/Mac/Linux game. This freeride snowboarding game 
will let players take on some serious mountains in Alaska, without the fear of death. 
The graphics are terrific, and who doesn't think "Bongfish" isn't an appropriate name 
for a snowboard game developer? 
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Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas 


Developer/Publisher Rockstar Games Release Date June 2005 


Rockstar games has finally released screenshots of the PC version of its latest ode to bad behavior. The PC version will have the sa 
enhancements as Vice City, such as better graphics (duh), replays, and support for mods and your MP3s. And if you're unfamiliar with 
this entry in the series, where have been for the last year? 


Big Blue Box 
Microsoft 
Fall 2005 
Fable: The Lost Chapters is the PC version of 
the Xbox RPG originally released on the 
Xbox last year. Set in a whole new mythical 


world known as Albion, the game puts you 
into the neophyte boots of a hero-in-the- 
oven, and gives you the opportunity to 
gain power and save the world from cer- 
tain destruction. There's a huge addition of 
content in this version, making it about a 
third larger than its predecessor, and it 
boasts a new combat system, new towns, 
and buildings (including a brothel—a trib- 


ute to The Bard's Tale, no doubt). New gor- 
geous high-res textures give a whole new 
face to the game, and the NPCs of the 
world will react to your appearance as well 
as your actions, since it changes depend- 
ing upon your moral choices... remember 
the "Bad Pets" in Black & White? In any case, 
it's probably a good idea that somebody 
found The Lost Chapters. 
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X: Reunion 

Developer EGOSOFT Publisher Deep Silver 

Release Date Fall 2005 

Since EGOSOFT's X* The Return was powered 
by an engine that thwarted many of the de- 
velopers' attempts to deliver what they'd en- 
visioned, they've developed an engine for X? 
that makes full use of DirectX 9. Continuing 
attacks from Khaak have stretched the 
Argon fleet to the breaking point, but there's 
no end in sight since a new enemy is stalk- 
ing the X universe. There's a peculiar link be- 
tween a cloak-capable ship, the Yaki pirates, 
and a strange and mysterious ancient de- 
vice, and it's up to you to figure out what 
that is. They promise a much more complex 
economy this time around, with NPC-built 
factories, NPC free trade, and pirates that 
will behave far more realistically. Let's hope 
this does not include use of the word “Argh!” 


Paradox Interactive 
Late 2005 


Set in Europe in the early 20th century, 
Diplomacy is about the power struggles 
and political relationships between seven 
nations. Its abstract yet simple gameplay 
puts strategic focus on the need for 
shrewd negotiation. Allan B. Calhamer, 
creator of Avalon Hill's classic game 
Diplomacy in 1959, said, “1 suppose some 
of us play for the laughs, some for the 
strategy, some to imagine we are 
Napoleon or the Czar, some for the soci- 
ety, some for the realism or challenge, 
some because the board and pieces are 
pretty, some because of the unpredictabil- 
ity, maybe most of us for most or all of 
these reasons, and some more. And soon 
there will be more of us.’ And soon, even 
more—in single- and multiplayer flavors. 


er Raven Software sher Activision R 


Fall 2005 


Developed by Raven Software, powered by the DOOM 3 engine, and as shown in this 
screenshot, featuring bondage wear that’s fun to wear, the Quake world finally gets 


its single-player game. That’s a good thing, right? 
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Unwilling to let sleeping franchises lie, 


Lara Croft Tomb Raider. Legend 


Eidos exhumes Lara one more time 


Developer Crystal Dynamics Publisher Eidos Release Date 2006 


It’s Like: The pallid rises again 

The Buzz: You know when something re- 
vives that should have remained buried? 
Like the last season of a sit-com that ran out 
of good writing the season before that? So 
when it was announced that a new Tomb 
Raider game was in the making, the ques- 
tion “Why hasn't that franchise been en- 
tombed itself by now?” sprang to the minds 
of many who remember the glory days of 
Lara Croft. Pre Angelina Jolie. Pre GameBoy 
Advance, N-Gage, and mobile days. If you 
look at the individual games’ average rat- 
ings over the years, they dropped from 
around 90% to around 50% for the ex- 
tremely clunky Angel of Darkness. So what 
are they thinking? 
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Crystal Dynamics’ Toby Gard, designer of 
the original Lara Croft, is back as senior de- 
signer, and his vision of Lara has changed 
with the times. 

“When we did the first game back in 
1996 we were limited by the technology of 
the time,’ he says. “Her model consisted of 
some 400 odd polygons and she wasn't that 
realistic looking by today’s gaming stan- 
dards. The new, updated Lara is nearly 
10,000 polys... we've worked on her skin 
and body tone— defining muscles and 
joints—morph targets on her face for lip 
sync and showing emotion, etc.... and the 
result is 'the Lara' people have hopefully 
been looking forward to since the release of 
the first game.” 


Lara's equipment is more on her bod than in 
her backpack... 


They're hoping to retain the best bits 
from the original games, and are benefiting 
from the power of today's machines and the 
team’s varied experience over the last 10 
years. You can expect Lara to be pretty 
much the character you remember, though, 
traveling to exotic locations, overcoming 
obstacles and puzzles, encountering dan- 
gerous enemies, all ensconced in action-ori- 
ented cinematics. 

“Lara has been portrayed on the big screen 
now in two films, so people are expecting ac- 
tion on that type of level’ says Gard. 

At this writing, Gard was unable to re- 
veal anything about the game engine, 
story, or specific locations, but what 
Crystal Dynamics and Eidos are hoping will 
entice you is the envisioning of the new 
Lara herself. 

“We put Lara through the most grueling 
amount of action that the Tomb Raider se- 
ries has seen to date,” he says, “and as such 
we needed to give her an array of outfits 


and gear that will enable her to handle any 
situation thrown at her, and to look good in 
the process.’ They're also incorporating 
weapons and equipment visibly into her 
costume, to negate the feeling that she has 
that adventure game staple—the bottom- 
less backpack. 

Gard remembers Lara “in the day,’ and as 
her creator, he knows her very well. “We're 
making a conscious effort to capture that 
sense of awe people had when discovering 
the first game in the series,’ he says. Fans of 
the series surely just hope that exhuming 
the old girl one more time will pacify all 
who believe she's simply lost that lovin’ feel- 
ing, returning her to “legend” status, as the 
title implies. -Cindy Yans 


r Creative Assembly Activision 


Heroes of Might and wees V 


Developer Nival Interactive 

Publisher UbiSoft Release Date 2006 
When UbiSoft acquired the Might 
and Magic franchise during 3DO's 
fire sale, no one knew what the 
company had in store for it—would 
it go real-time? Would it head on- 
line? Or would it just disappear? 
Well, it appears that UbiSoft has de- 
cided to dust off the series for an- 
other go, with developer Nival 
Interactive (Silent Storm, Etherlords) 
at the helm. The most obvious 
change is the move to 3D, though 
UbiSoft is also touting a “revolu- 
tionary tactical combat system.” 


Fall 2005 


\ 
\ 
3 


This expansion will debut 10 new historical factions as you command thousands of troops in attempt to influence the fate of the 
Roman Empire during the final years before the Dark Ages. It will introduce new battle strategies such as night battles and the 
“power of hording,’ as well as 170 new units. 
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HANDS-ON 


In Call Of Cthulhu: Dark Corners Of The Earth, that which is not 


dead can eternal lie. BY CHRIS HUDAK 


Headfirst Bethesda Softworks 


It's Like: ... four years late... but it looks 
faithful to the Mythos 

The Buzz: In his so-called "Cthulhu Mythos" 
short stories, H.P. Lovecraft often described 
long stretches of time in terms of unease, as 
though the sheer accumulation of years 
was itself something to inspire discomfort, 
even dread. Perhaps Lovecraft himself 
would tacitly approve, then, of the lengthy 
wait for Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the 
Earth. The epic span of its E.T.A.—prom- 
ised/threatened lo these many strange 
eons—is starting to rival that of the Old 
Ones themselves (or at least that of Duke 
Nukem Forever). 

While many horror computer games are 
only loosely inspired by isolated elements 
of the Mythos, Dark Corners of the Earth is 
thoroughly grounded in it. In this first-per- 
Son action-adventure, you take the role of 
19205 investigator Jack Walters, who has the 
singular ill fortune to become aware of 
dark, otherworldly forces... and that means 
they become aware of him (this is never 
good news in the Lovecraftian cosmology). 
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Fall 2005 


The game starts off with a seemingly-or- 
dinary nighttime police raid on a house full 
of cultists. What should be a surprise crash- 
and-collar turns into a barricaded standoff 
... and when the dust settles, Walters dis- 
covers the cult has been keeping careful 
tabs on him. For years. Unsettling, sure, but 
nothing compared to what Walters soon 
finds in the basement, an unhinging experi- 


ence that that sends him straight to the 
nut-hatch for an extended regimen of 
nightmares, soft walls, and cuckoo-jackets. 

The games story resumes six years later; 
now, ex-cop Walters takes the occasional 
missing-persons gig, even as awful memo- 
ries and insights lurch up from the oily 
ocean of his six-year amnesia. And speaking 
of oily oceans, his first assignment takes 


[clockwise from top left] Old One, what big teeth 
you have. ..; That's really not going to help, you 
know; Every mysterious office needs a moon roof. 


him to the rotting coastal town of 
Innsmouth (from Lovecraft's famous story 
"The Shadow Over Innsmouth"), where 
something awfully fishy is going on. 
Literally. Like, much of the remaining popu- 
lace is awful, and has gills and scales. And a 
habit of killing outsiders. Other locations in 
the дате 16 levels include a clifftop man- 
sion, a city of the Deep Ones, and the 
storm-hammered deck of a ship at sea. 

As with the Cthulhu-based pen-and- 
paper RPG made famous by Chaosium, Dark 
Corners of the Earth pays special attention to 
sanity. When players are in the presence of 
Things That Should Not Be, or are exposed 
in any way to the Mythos—this includes 


merely seeing certain artifacts or manu- 
scripts—his sanity starts to go. In first-per- 
son terms, this takes the form of visual and 
auditory hallucinations—blurred vision, for 
example, or hearing voices and other wrong 
sounds—and a degraded ability to focus, 
move or fight. 

It doesn't sound like such a big deal— 
until you're attempting to fight (or flee) 


some god-awful Thing with webbed talons, 
or too many tentacles/teeth, or whatever... 
and if things get bad enough, an unbal- 
anced adventurer with a gun in his hand 
can end up committing first-person suicide, 
literally blowing his own head off out of 
terror, despair, or both. Another good rea- 
son to keep the firearms holstered much of 
the time... beyond, of course, the blunt 
fact that the game's advertised weapons (a 
Colt revolver, Mauser, and Springfield rifle, 
among others) simply aren't much use 
against the more eldritch horrors of the 
Cthulhu Mythos. 

In years past, the designers had boasted 
a realistic, transparent interface free of “me- 
ters,’ wherein you'd actually see your own 
hands reach out (if you opened a door, 
grabbed items, pushed a bureau in front of 
a door to keep out some gibbering abomi- 
nation, etc.). They've since dropped the visi- 
ble-limbs thing as needlessly unwieldy, but 
the world-view still relies on common sense 
in terms of health bars, ammo counters, 
aiming crosshairs, etc: that is, there aren't 
any. If you want to properly aim a gun, you 
can damn well eyeball down the barrel like 
the rest of us; if your weapon is giving weak 
little "clicks" on empty chambers, that's an 
excellent sign that you're out of bullets; and 
if you're badly hurt, your ungainly, gimping 
lurches down the hallway should tip you off. 

Likewise, the generic health-packs of 
computer gamedom will be replaced with 


specific bandages and treatments for spe- 
cific leg/arm injuries—injuries that will af- 
fect Walters' ability to function, cumulatively 
(on top of whatever mental damage he's ac- 
cumulating). The Lovecraftian universe is a 
grim one, and the best Walters can reason- 
ably hope for is that his condition not de- 
grade too much in a given level, at least 
until a healing safe-haven can be located. 
The only "bandage" for hits to his sanity is 
to decidedly, tangibly defeat a Mythos hor- 


ror, or one of its lesser servitors (for as long 
as that lasts, anyway—the Cthulhu Mythos 
is a maltheism at its bleak core, and the goal 
isn't so much to win as it is to put off in- 
evitable, hideous, mind-pulping defeat for 
as long as possible). 

In the most recent build at this writing, 
the enemies include the fishy bipedal Deep 
Ones, the conical Great Yithians, a sea crea- 
ture rearing some three stories out of the 
stormy ocean, and at least one really nasty 
room-filling mass of amorphous black glop, 
in addition to the expected humanoid 
cultists nutzoid enough to serve such enti- 
ties. At least the guns will work on them, 
but players will find ammo scarce... and 
creatures that give a rat's ass about bullets 
even scarcer. As players progress, they can 
accrue Mythos Points, which allow access to 
new artifacts and even strange, alien tech- 
nologies. It's still not good for the human 
mind, but if you're serious about hurting 
the enemy, better to have serious tools than 
none at all. Well, maybe.... 

The game's been in development for so 
long that the visuals are arguably a bit dated 
at this point, appropriate to the mood if 
rather low-sizzle. The beta build also clearly 
has polishing that needs to be done in terms 
of pacing and audio; nevertheless, it's clear 
the designers know and respect their sub- 
ject matter. Dark Corners of the Earth is al- 
ready looking like the most thorough, faith- 
ful computer-game incarnation of the 
Cthulhu Mythos yet attempted. # 


For this, | gave up my cabin on the Titanic? 
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State of Hate 
and Distrust 


The videogame industry 2005: Anger was the energy at this year's Game Developer's Conference. 
BY STEVE BAUMAN 
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he annual Game Developer’s Conference is where industry dreams are made, or at 

least discussed, dismissed, and destroyed. In past years, it was held at a hotel— 

and eventually the convention center—in San José. It was almost as if it wasn’t 
cool enough for San Francisco. The 2005 show, held in March, occupied one of the 
buildings in San Francisco’s Moscone Center. Games are now cool. And people making 
games are cool. Or at least cooler. (It switches back to the Jo next year; maybe games 


are back to not being cool.) 


Over the years, the big change at GDC is the increase in the number of pretty peo- 
ple versus the old-school stereotypical developer types. It used to be all hirsute men 
showing off their impressive man-girth in too-tight T-shirts; today, everyone's 
younger and skinnier, and bald remains the new long hair. 


HD Era 


Much of the show is made up of sessions 
and lectures on topics ranging from the in- 
teresting ("Sexuality in Games: When is it 
Appropriate”), to the technical (“Shader 
Worlkflow with FX Composer”), to the 
“you're kidding" (“Strong, Manageable Hair 
Without all the Fuss: Implementing Real- 
time Dynamic Hair for Today's Consoles"). 
There used to mostly be discussions about 
design; nowadays it’s also marketing. But 
marketing is important. Without it, how 
would you have known that John Romero 
wanted to make you his bitch? 

The first big event was the keynote, the 
generically titled “The Future of Games: 
Unlocking the Opportunity.” Delivered with 


zeal by Microsoft's J Allard, he talked about 
how today's kids are all about self-expres- 
sion. Dubbing them "the re-mix generation,’ 
they, “want to leave a mark on everything 
they do” They get tattoos and piercings, and 
they want to mod their games and make 
their own playlists. They want hi-definition 
graphics, hi-definition connectivity, and hi- 
definition moddability. It's the HD era, and 
the next Xbox is its key component. 

"We want to make videogames the cen- 
ter of the HD era,’ Allard said, but his vision 
for this "HD era" sounds a lot like PC gam- 
ing, circa 1996. The more things change.... 

But the most interesting point Allard 
made is how Microsoft plans to get more 


money from gamers. In addition to selling 
you a new Xbox, he talked about doing 
micro-transactions via Xbox Live; you could 
download new items for a race game, or a 
new sword, for mere pennies. There's little 
doubt that Xbox Live is the best thing to 
happen to multiplayer console gaming 
since Tecmo Bowl, but the ability to drain 
your bank account one click—or button 
press—at a time is a wee-bit chilling. But it 
is amusing to consider the first post-micro- 
payment discussion: 

"Timmy, why is this Xbox Live charge 
$43.77 this month?" 

“| needed these rims for Grand Moto 4 to 
trick out my RS. And | wanted to download 


this song from this other game, and there 
was this badass sword for Final Empire IV, 
plus all my buddies were playing the Halo 3 
download pack.” 


Time for Theory 

One of the best sessions was this year's 
game design challenge. Last year, three de- 
signers tried to create a design around love. 
This year was even tougher: you have the li- 
cense for Emily Dickinson. Yes, that Emily 
Dickinson. What do you do? 

Clint Hocking of UbiSoft was first out of 
the gate. After toying with a fighting game 
called "Emily Dickinson's Poetry Slam" (also 
featuring Mark Twain, AKA FATHOM and the 
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legendary POE!) and “American McGee's 
Emily,’ he produced an utterly original de- 
sign for a game he called "Muse" for the 
Nintendo DS. Using the stylus, you'd indi- 
rectly move Emily through the world, gain- 
ing inspiration and imagery. You'd then take 
those images and assemble, puzzle-game- 
like, poems from Tetris-like pieces. It 
sounded crazy cool. 
Peter Molyneux came next, and his 3D 
technology demo was baffling. It had por- 
tals, it had digital clay that let you make 
chairs, it had... well, it had a lot of stuff. In 
3D. But it's not entirely clear how it con- 
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nected with Emily Dickinson. 

The final entry was from Will Wright. He 
pointed out that the overlap between Emily 
Dickinson fans and those of, say, Grand 
Theft Auto was tiny, so he needed a new 
place to distribute his Emily game. So he 
came up with "USB Emily,’ which would be a 
little program that autoplays when you plug 
in your USB flash memory device. Wright 
envisioned it as a combination of 
Tamagotchi, Seaman, and Clippy, the thor- 
oughly annoying anthropomorphic thing 
that you desperately try to turn off after in- 
stalling Microsoft Office. It'd be an annoying 


artificial personality; you'd be her shrink and 
interact with her. She might fall in love with 
you, develop some respect, or get suicidal 
and delete herself from your machine. She'd 
comment on your writing, write you obses- 
sive e-mails, engage in cybersex with you, 
and send you poetry, using Google image 
search as visual accompaniment. Future ver- 
sions could include all of the major thinkers 
of the last 200 years: Mark Twain (again?), 
Karl Marx, and of course Homer Simpson. 
They could engage in their own debates; 
you can figure out on your own which one 
always talks about donuts. 


Edmund and Danielle, the happy 
groom and bride to be. 


Ranting=Swearing 
The most purely entertaining session took 
place on the final day. Titled “Burning Down 
the House: Game Developers Rant,’ it lived 
up to its name. It started with Warren 
Spector, ever the gentleman in his cardigan 
sweater and elegantly trimmed beard, 
starting off with, “This business is hope- 
lessly broken. We're doing everything 
wrong.” He mentioned that four out of five 
games lose money, that the industry is try- 
ing to reach a mainstream audience that 
may not exist, and until people can figure 
out different ways of funding games—i.e. 


WINNERS 


Half-Life 2 Half-Life 2 


World of 
WarCraft 


Crytek 


Halo 2 
Half-Life 2 
Half-Life 2 I Love Bees 


Katamari Damacy 


Independent Games Festival 


Gish (Open); Wik and the Fable of 
Souls (Web/Downloadable) 


Gish (Open); Wik and the Fable of 
Souls (Web/Downloadable) 


Steer Madness (Open); Global Defense 
Network (Web/Downloadable) 


not relying on existing publishers—every- 
one is screwed. 

Designer Greg Costikyan followed with 
an even louder and angrier rant; you could 
tell he was serious when he started swear- 
ing. He said J Allard's keynote, "made his 
flesh crawl.” 

“The HD era? Bigger, louder? Big bucks to 
be made!” he said. “Well not by you and me 
of course. Those budgets and teams ensure 
the death of innovation.” 

His funniest comment was referring to a 
Nintendo keynote, which assured that the 
company has the heart of a gamer in 


Alien Hominid (Open); 
RocketBowl (Web/Downloadable) 


Alien Hominid (Open); Wik and the 
Fable of Souls (Web/Downloadable) 


Alien Hominid (Open); 
N (Web/Downloadable) 


-Namco has 
snagged the license for Warhammer. 
No titles have been announced. Namco 
wouldn't comment on whether or not 
it had plans to pick up Warhammer 
Online, the MMO that was being devel- 
oped by UK developer Climax but had 
its funding cut off in mid-2004.... 

-Former Looking 
Glass and lon Storm Austin head 
Warren Spector has formed a new 
Austin-based game development com- 
pany called Junction Point Studios. The 
company’s first game is going to bea 
fantasy title, but there are little details. 
Other lon Storm team members, in- 
cluding Deus Ex's main designer 
Harvey Smith, have moved on to 
Midway's Austin, Texas operations.... 

-The teams behind 
Red Orchestra and Frag.Ops are turning 
pro. The Red Orchestra team has 
formed Tripwire Interactive, and is 
working on a yet-unnamed stand 
alone game. The Frag.Ops developers 
have formed Pandora Studios, and it 
has licensed the Reality engine from 
Artificial Studios for its first game, ti- 
tled Zero Hour. Expect the game in 
2006.... 

-Sega's European division ac- 
quired The Creative 
Assembly, the UK- 
based creator of 
the Total War se- 
ries. The first 
Creative 
Assembly game 
under Sega brand 
will be Spartan: 
Total War, an ac- 
tion-adventure 
game for consoles 
due this fall.... 
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The Wright Stuff - 


Sims creator stuns the industry, as usual, with the aptly named Spore 


With all of Will Wright's commercial success with SimCity and The Sims, it's easy to 
forget that he's the most philosophical and theoretical designer in the game indus- 
try. He's the role model for many in the industry, though it's not clear whether it's 
for his theories for because of his TV deal. 

His big speech at GDC each year is always one of its highlights, and this year was 
no exception. In fact, what he talked about was downright revolutionary. He 
cussed his next product, dubbed Spore, and due for release later this year, and it's 
the ultimate evolution of his past designs. It's hard to explain, but easy to summa- 
rize: since the most common complaint from develop- 
ers nowadays is that creating these graphically in- 
tense and enormous worlds costs a lot of money and 
time, the solution is player-content and emergence. 

Orto put it another way, create a sandbox that lets 
the game and player generate the content. 

Spore starts with goo. You have a single microscopic 
creature that can eat cells. Once you do that for a while, 
you can lay an egg. This allows you to "evolve" your or- 
ganism. The editor lets you create whatever you want— 
how about extra vertebrae, fins, tails, or extra mouths? 

There's no canned animation for his creatures; it's all 

dynamically generated. And now you move up the food 

chain. It moves from a 2D Petri dish-style world to 3D. You move from swimming to 
walking, and depending on how you create your creature, it will animate accordingly, 
all from a 1K file. 

Wright wants the editor to be a toy, to "lure players into being creative.’ But this is 
not just “SimProtozoa,’ or some evolution of El-Fish. It keeps going. As you develop 
brainpower, and you move from single creatures to tribes. Then you build fire. Then 
you give them sticks and spears. Then they fight. Now you use the editor to create 
structures. Now you build cities. And you zoom out and see other cities, both in sin- 
gle-player and online. Now you're fighting other ci tions. It stops there, right? 

No, now you can build a UFO and zoom out and see other planets. You can ter- 
raform new worlds. You can plant colonies. It stops there, right? Nope. You can zoom 
out further and see other galaxies and systems. You can try to communicate with 
them, but they may attack. 

Here's the kicker: Everything in universe is created by players. If you're online, all 
those other worlds will be ones created by other players. Fellow gamers will be your 
predators, or your allies, though you won't technically be playing with them compet- 
itively; they're just creating content for your enjoyment. In a sense, Wright is helping 
to bring one of the better parts of the MMO experience—the creativity of the play- 

hout the annoying part—having to actually deal with those same players. 

work? Who knows. But in terms of sheer chutzpah, you're got to hand it to 
Wright. At the end of his talk, he said the hardest part of making this game was 
getting over thinking it wasn't possible. Once he got over that, he shot for the 
moon, so to speak. 
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mind. “My question is what poor bastard's 
chest did he carve it from?" His point is 
that Nintendo is the company that ruined 
it for everyone, with its iron-fist control 
over the games made and its royalty struc- 
ture. "The bar in terms of graphics and 
glitz has been raised and raised until we 
can't afford to do anything at all. It's 80- 
hour weeks until our jobs are all out- 
sourced to Asia. But it's ok because the HD 
era is here right?" 

Next up was Dr. Brenda Laurel, who 
chairs the graduate Media Design Program 
at Art Center College of Design and has 
worked in the game industry since 1976. 
She swore more frequently than Costikyan, 
which meant she was really angry. Her most 
interesting—and creepy—comment was 
that “games are non-consensual relation- 
ships between middle-age men and 
teenage boys.” Ick. 

After a lot of not-so-thinly veiled 
Electronic Arts bashing, noted programmer 
Chris Hecker sheepishly admitted he was 
now working at the evil empire, though he 
qualified it by saying he was on Will 
Wright's team. His main contribution was 
that Sony and Microsoft were about to 
screw game design by introducing new 
consoles with processor architectures that 
would run actual game code as slow—if 
not slower—than the current generation. 
They are designed to push 3D engines and 
physics, but will be terrible for gameplay 
and Al code. 


Pirate On! 


The session ended with the panel verbally 
eviscerating some guy working on his $20 
million EA game, who asked a question 
about what to do with all of the “theft” 
going on in the industry from rentals. His 
question was so shallow that you almost 
wonder if he was a plant, and it was hard 
not to think, “If you're that worried about 
getting ripped off, you might want to con- 
sidering cutting off the mohawk, removing 
the blue-hair dye, and work on skills be- 
yond schmoozing.’ 

Greg Costikyan’s response was the most 
logical: "They're not pirating the game! 
Someone bought a legal copy! The world is 
not designed in such a way that money in- 
herently funnels its way into your wallet!” 

But Chris Hecker's response was curious. 
“I'm pro-piracy. | want people to play the 
games | make. | do it because it's art. | think 
DRM is a total fucking stupid mess. If the 


game industry collapses and can be reborn, 
I'm all for it” It’s hard to imagine all of the in- , 
dependent developers championing new d 0 0 S 
distribution methods as a way of "sticking it a 
to the man” getting behind, “Pirate on!” as a 
did Serious 

And while the panel was right-on about 
problems with the economics of game de- Xfire is under fire from online giant 
velopment, the alarmist speech is almost ы, É 
silly. As Costikyan said, "The story of the Шеше ейде ацашакщпа service 
past few decades is not about graphics 


Xfire has come under fire from Yahoo!, 
which claims that portions of Xfire’s 


and processing power, but startling inno- underlying code infringes on its own 
vation and industry. That's why we love patent. The one in question, number 
games. But it's over now!" But this line of 6699125, concerns technology that is 


thinking tends to ignore all of the terrible used to De шыннын game 
and derivative games that came out for COIS UL со ашпоо ше рак 


Ў Chris Kirmse, a former engineer at 
the Atari 2600, the SNES, the PS1, and the Yahoo! and now the vice president of 


PC. There have only been a few dozen in- engineering at Xfire. Since Kirmse co- 
novative games, ever; the rest are merely authored the patent in question, you 
variations. And technology is what created would think he knows what would and 
the ability to even conceive of a game like wouldn't constitute infringement. 


А есе А "That's exactly our point,’ says Mike 
Katamari Damacy, so to dismiss it outright Cassidy, the CEO of Xfire. “[kirmse] has 
is disingenuous. assured us that our technology in no 
It's the eternal battle between the purists, way infringes.” 
who won't stop talking about the sublime Xfire is trying to resolve this case 
genius that is Katamari, and the pragma- without the court's involvement. It says 
tists, who point out that Half-Life 2 and it would allow Yahoo's co-founders 
World of WarCraft are also pretty good, plus David Filo and Jerry Yang to review the 
they managed to sell millions of copies. Kodeiniquesionsa tornare Gould 


4 n $ abide by any rulings from a neutral 
Designers should try to be innovative but third-party mediator. 


the public, in general, is incredibly risk- To date, Yahoo! has not responded. 
averse in its buying habits. Is it the fault of (The company also didn’t return calls 
publishers that they cater to the wants of asking for comments.) Xfire has filed a 


their audience? countersuit, claiming that Yahoo!’s is a 


But at least there are a few things every- baseless анешршо чичке ош 
business, or force the company to sell 


one attending GDC can agree on: The in- or license its technology for pennies on 
dustry is broken, it sucks to be a developer, the dollar. -Kevin Rice 


and Electronic Arts is evil. Bl 


"The net effect is what 
counts-an all-senses 
immersion in World 
War Il.” 


-Dan Morris, writing about Call 
of Duty 2 in the April issue of PC 
Gamer. Apparently, the game will 
ship in "smell-o-vision." 


"Yes, just as Ted Bundy escaped into pornography. It is not 
a release of aggression. It is training for aggression." 


-Miami lawyer and videogame advocate Jack Thompson, answering a question 
about whether or not gaming is escapism. 


NEWSBYTES 


Got Physics?-A company called AGEIA 
Technologies announced its plans to 
create a dedicated hardware chip 
specifically to handle physics calcula- 
tions. The company has announced 
partnerships with UbiSoft and Epic 
Games to support the technology. 
While there are no manufacturing de- 
tails, the company expects the hard- 
ware to be available for PCs by late 
2005.... UbiSoft Buys Microids-UbiSoft 
has acquired the Montreal operations 
of Microids, the company best known 
for the development of adventure titles 
like the Syberia series and the upcom- 
ing Still Life.... Ghostly Ghost 
Recon-The PC version of Ghost Recon 2 
has disappeared from UbiSoft's release 
schedule. A UbiSoft representative had 
no further details about whether or not 
it will ever be released.... Advent Still 
Not Rising-GlphyX's long-delayed third- 
person sci-fi action game Advent Rising 
has been delayed yet again, according 
to a notice in publisher Majesco's first 
quarter 2005 financial results. It is now 
scheduled for a later 

summer release. A 

companion PSP 

game, Advent 

Shadow, is also 

scheduled for 

release around 

the same time 
Timegate Studios 

Gets Unreal-Texas- 

based Timegate Studios has licensed 
Epic Games' Unreal Engine 3 for an 
unannounced upcoming game that 
"promises to bring fresh and innovative 
gameplay to help invigorate an already 
popular genre.’ Timegate is the creator 
of the Kohan fantasy series, as well as 
the recent Axis and Allies... Bi 
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Shinier than Doom, funnier than Half-Life, 
trippier than Painkiller, and dryer than Far Cry, 


Croteam's take-no-prisoners grand mal shooter 


fires a supercharged cannonball straight between 
your cajones and out the top of your shredded 


pleasure center. BY KELLY WAND 
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Vix 


a 


hero and a cool guy?” 


der the “guy” cat- 
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^ Guys wi 
guns.. 


ith bombs for heads, enormous 
it's a Freudian dream. 


un eats other shotguns 


i t 
қ, Serious Sam 2's shotg m NR 
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Big, Dumb, and Full of Fun 

Elezovic appears to relish the prospect of inheriting the solipsistic 
Nukem mantle of tough guy vs. sitting duck universe, if only to im- 
prove on it. In fact, after watching him showcase a few pretty fin- 
ished-looking levels of Serious Sam Il, you get the sense there's little 
about working on this series that the all-Croatian, newly co-ed de- 
sign team at Croteam doesn't groove to. 

Such cheeriness is more rare than this industry pretends. As with 
movies, a few great games have probably risen from miserable experi- 
ences, and vis-à-vis, but as a rule, though, designers’ attitudes tend to 
bleed through in the final product, if not saturate it like kerosene. This 
attitude has more often than not been shaped by performing back- 
breaking toil for horrendous hours in drearily lit honeycombs, with 
only the occasional technical, political imbroglio, and/or a refreshing 
seizure of stomach-cramping panic to assuage the monotony. 

This is the perfect garden, really, for nurturing sophisticated enter- 
tainment to maturity. Shooters designed by those of resentful mien 
are easy to spot by common cries for help such as monster closets, 
mazes, sewer levels, repetitive puzzles, and infinite respawns. It's like 
post-partum depression, but without the trendiness. 


Retinas to Raisins 

Serious Sam 11 isn't like that. For a product whose sole object is to 
squash and mince you, it's all love. And it's hard, but not stupid hard 
like before. Elezovic admits that both previous titles in the series 
were impossible to finish without playing in God mode; "This time it 
will be a bit less impossible; he swears. 


Exuberance literally screams from every frame, in blazing lenging dismissal of their casual brilliance in two keys: charging 
swashes of color and fury including, but not limited to, the cascades more than $20 a copy this time out, and creating the best graphics 


of flowers you can once again substitute for blood. Whereas other engine ever. The game plan is to optimize Serious Sam II's engine to 
recent high-profile shooters proudly flourished 900 variations on within an inch of its life until it's able to present an unthinkable 
lightless corridors festooned to the rafters with steam-wreathed number of characters on screen with no loss in frame rate, and 
pipes, misty ducts, and faintly smoking gratings, all golf-clappably they're doing it. Volumetric lighting, bloom effects, precision pixel 


rich in detail and uniformity, Serious Sam lov- 
ingly shrivels your retinas to raisins with vi- 
brant, fully destructible environments that look 
nothing alike, or like anything you've seen. 
Simply put, Serious Sam II just feels alive. 


Even WWII shooter diehards who considered 
the first Serious Sam too wacky and uncouth to 
take, um, seriously had to admit that the 
game's engine was stunning. The Serious en- 
gine may have been more colorful, versatile, 
and innovative than Quake III's or Unreal's, but 
as the product of Croatian upstarts nobody 
had ever heard of before, let alone had lunch 
with, it never really had a fighting chance. 
Perhaps the scanty $20 price tag of the origi- 
nal game was interpreted as a red flag; best to 
stay on the safe side and look at mud. 

Croteam has elected to respond to this chal- 


The Kleers may be upgraded, but so is the minigun. 
You'll “kleer,’“mini” areas of them by using it. 


NI 
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The website oldmanmurray.com was one of the early champions of the original Serious 
Sam and single-handedly put Croatia on the map for many gamers. (Really.) One of the 
creators of that site, Erik Wolpaw, sat down with Croteam’s Roman Ribaric for a chat about 
the sequel. And by sat down, we mean Erik sent him an e-mail and Roman replied. Erik 
writes for this magazine too, but after this article, probably won't for much longer. 


I don't know if you remember how these in- 
terviews go, but here's where you'd usually 
say something nice about me. Unfortunately, 
I work for a giant conglomerate now, and be- 
cause of media consolidation and probably 
the Patriot Act, they won't publish articles 
about how great | am. The point is, can you 
make an opening statement that's mostly 
about Serious Sam II's destructible environ- 
ments but maybe sneak in something about 
how awesome | am? 

l'Il mention Serious Destruction" later and first 
say you [are] just very awesome. 


That wasn't sneaky enough. Anyway, you 
know what my favorite game still is? 
Serious Sam? 


Nope, it's Painkiller. So here's the thing: 
What's your plan to make me like Serious 
Sam II more than Painkiller, which, let's face 
it, was pretty goddamn terrific? 

Don't worry; you'll be included in Serious Sam II 
again. This alone should make you like it more, 
at least until Duke Nukem Forever comes out. On 
top of that, you'll also be able to visit seven dif- 
ferent alien civilizations, drive Serious Vehicles", 
fire from Serious Turrets™, and make Serious 
Destruction" of anything that moves or stands 
still. Including crates. Not that | am saying that 
there'll be crates to shoot on every level to col- 
lect ammo or health, but you could do that as 


well. All that is powered by Croteam's new 
Serious Engine 2™ technology. 


Ona lighter note: Doom 3. What the hell 
happened there? Jeez. 

Honestly, | don't know. It was too dark for me 
to see what's going on. 


No offense, but licensing the Serious Sam 
engine didn't turn out so well. There was like 
that one Carnivores game that stank, and 
Alpha Black Zero: Intrepid Protocol, which 
stank too. | know you probably can't com- 
ment on those games, though if you secretly 
agree with me, use some kind of punctua- 
tion in your response. So what's the plan to 
get the new Serious Engine out to develop- 
ers? And is that really a good plan? And if 
there isn't a plan, why isn't there? And who's 
in charge? Whoever did it last time really 
dropped the ball and should be fired. 

| was responsible for the engine licensing plan, 
so unfortunately, | couldn't find anyone to fire. 
However, we did license the engine to more 
than 10 developers for over 20 games. So, it 
wasn't that bad. 

But, forget the old Serious Engine. We now 
have new technology called Serious Engine 2. 
It's actually more than just the engine. It's 
called the Serious Game Construction Kit 
(SGCK)™. You can do whatever you think of 
when creating a game without programming a 


single line of code. We already put initial pre- 
sentations to a small selection of developers 
and publishers and they were all amazed. They 
are already signing up as we speak, since we 
will license the engine to only a limited 
amount of developers. 


It's not too late for Duke Nukem Forever to 
switch to the Serious Engine. Thoughts? 
That would be an excellent move. That's what | 
would do if | were in charge at 3D Realms. My 
guess is that they won't do it, so 1 am giving 
you an exclusive on this: | am publicly offering 
that Croteam takes anything that has been 
done so far on Duke Nukem Forever and make 
the actual game out of it. Looking at what's 
been done so far, this would require a lot of 
work, but | am pretty sure it could be done 
within 18 months. Tops. 


They only gave me 700 words for this thing. 
The nutritional information on a jar of 
grape jelly is like 800 words, which tells you 
how much CGM thinks about what you have 
to say. Sol gotta wrap this up: Is there 
gonna be another stupid sewer level? 

There won't be any such level. But | am happy. 
to announce an underground-pipe-facility level. 


shading, richly detailed textures, and a new system of bump-map- 
ping are all being put at the service of creating the largest shooting 
gallery ever pre-rendered. 


Seriousness is a Dish Best Served Loud 

In addition to the editor and the engine Croteam hopes to make a 
fortune licensing out, Serious Sam Il also comes with an actual 
game attached. Although a direct sequel to the "events" depicted 
in the first two titles—which Croteam sees as a single game that 
deadlines of the moment forced them to split up, Kill Bill style— 
Serious Sam Il features a much beefier storyline complete with 
cheerfully goofy cutscenes detailing cheerfully goofy interplane- 
tary mission objectives. 

It will include 24 levels—plus some “secret” ones, according to 
Elezovic—strewn over seven episodes set in seven uniquely distinct 
environments. In theory, it should provide more gameplay hours than 
the first two Sam "encounters" combined (i.e.,“20"). Where the first 
game took place in a more or less Egyptian desert setting and the 
second in a jungle, Serious Sam II features a variety of topographies, 
from bucolic tropical islands, swampy marshes, and ridges of sizzling 


lava to snowy ice fortresses, Chinese cities called Hong Pong ruled by 
John Shlong whose inhabitants apparently worship King Kong, and 
even a" Valley of the Giants” segment replete with skyscraper-high 
grass blades and Prius-sized sand grains. (Elezovic claims the team is 
toying with the notion of adding ride-able giant ants to this section, if 
time permits.) Sam's boss opponent is still known simply as Mental. 

In keeping with Croteam’s taste for the gleefully deranged, the 42 
types of minions Sam squares off against run the strangely consis- 
tent gamut of zombie stockbrokers and witches swooping around 
on rocket-powered brooms and in surprisingly agile floating caul- 
drons, to gargantuan demons on tank treads with rocket launchers 
for fists, chicken-legged robot-Walkers with the heads of T-rexes, 
and sinister clowns who fling delicious but exploding cakes frosted 
sinisterly with images of your official legal likeness. John Dick offi- 
cially returns as the voice of Serious Sam, while updated versions of 
the universally beloved, steadily screaming, shirtless runners with 
heads for bombs, and a more metallic but equally infuriating breed 
of those pesky skeletal equines with the nerve-racking gallop 
known as Kleers are also on hand by the hundreds to insistently re- 
mind you of glorious endurance tests past. 


cgonline.com 49 


Needless to say, such a formidable array of interdimensional tar- 
gets won't go down easily, even for someone like Sam Stone who, as 
you may recall from the first game's jewel case, has never lost a bat- 
tle. Fortunately, along with everything else, Croteam has beefed up 
Sams arsenal. In addition to a basic circular saw blade that's perfect 
for dispatching oncoming hordes of monsters and rows of stationary 
trees alike, Sam also gets grenades, a guided-missile zap gun, a dou- 
ble-barrel super shotgun heftier than Doom 3's BFG, a six-barrel 
rocket launcher, a minigun, an Uzi (upgraded from the tommy gun), 
a plasma rifle covered with blue test tubes, a sniper rifle, an up- 
graded cannon with helpful gauges for both ammo and trajectory, a 
gun that launches parrot-guided explosives (don't worry, they're hu- 
manely vaporized), and something called a Serious Bomb that prob- 
ably causes something to happen when you do something with it. 

Although Sam is on foot for the bulk of the game, he'll be able to 
man, ignore or destroy a variety of different turret types, as well as 
get a chance to pilot at least ten different types of vehicles, from 
speeder bikes to hoverboards, helicopters, planes, and gunboats. 
There’s also a giant ball covered with razor spikes you can climb in- 
side and roll around in, smashing into clusters of monsters which 
Croteam is deliberately programming to gather in large clusters 
specifically designed to spice up your rolling rampage. 
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Finally, no analysis of the Serious Sam franchise's contributions to 
the gaming universe would be complete without a tip of the head- 
set to its co-op mode, arguably the most enjoyable co-op since 
Doom II. It wasn't just that playing with friends actually gave the nu- 
merical score you were racking up some meaning—many of the 
wacky level designs just seemed tailored specifically for multiple 
players. (If you never went with a few buddies into the room where 
every surface was a bouncing trampoline also filled with swarms of 
ricocheting Kleers, you missed out.) The sequel will feature co-op 
modes capable of hosting up to sixteen players, with encore ap- 
pearances of many skins from the first game. Elezovic says Serious 
Sam Il should be mopping up the floors with our brainstems some- 
time in fall 2005, and like everything he says, it’s with thoughtful 
conviction. 

You can always tell a genius by the impossibility of ever getting a 
rise out of them. Elezovic has an endearing habit of referring to the 
ivory-furred yeti beasts Sam is currently splattering to bits onscreen 
obliterating as "albinos" When | sagely point out that modern sci- 
ence has proven albinos to be creatures of mere myth by way of old 
wives’ tales, he just shakes his head grimly. 

“Мо, he intones like the Croatian voice of doom. "They are real.” 


now available. 


Get your Free trial issue of Now Playing Magazine, 
by going to www.nowplayingmag.com, the premiere 
publication for pop culture enthusiasts. 


With each issue, readers get the inside scoop on 
up-and-coming entertainment products and trends 
before the mainstream public. Stay “plugged in” and 
ahead of the curve with Now Playing Magazine- 
the pop culture magazine for Generation Now! 
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Comic Book Strategy 
Irrational Games Teen 
733MHz CPU; 128MB RAM 


uring the Marvel Age of Comics in the 

1960s, Stan Lee and friends habitually 

broke the fourth wall. Comic creators 
and readers seemed like one big, geeky 
family when Stan the Man and Jack "King" 
Kirby made a cameo at the wedding of 
Reed Richards and Sue Storm in Fantastic 
Four. Or when fight-scene panels in The 
Avengers advertised meetings of the Mighty 
Marvel Marching Society fan club. Or when 
the Human Torch kept up with the exploits 
of old greenskin by reading issues of The 
Incredible Hulk comic book. Such moments 
were corny, but mixing up the real world 
and fantastic made it easier to buy into the 
notion of a world where radioactive spiders 
gave teenagers the ability to stick to walls. 

Similar warm fuzzies are provided by 

Freedom Force vs. The Third Reich. While the 
developers at Irrational Games don't pop in 
to fight evil alongside heroes like 
Minuteman and El Diablo, you get the same 
feeling that the creators are with you every 
step of the way, having had as much fun de- 
signing this ode to comic superheroes as 
you're having playing it. Like its 2002 prede- 
cessor, it does a tremendous job of evoking 


the spirit of old-time comics, through a 
cheery personality and a range of charac- 
ters and powers that enable freeform, ex- 
perimental play. 

But there is one caveat—if you got con- 
fused with the names dropped in the first 
paragraph and needed Google to identify 
this Stan Lee guy, this probably isn't for you. 
Just like the original Freedom Force, this is a 
real-time strategy game for comic-book 
geeks, by comic-book geeks. In a big way. So 
big, in fact, that a banner stating something 
like "You need to have 2,000 comics in your 
closet at home to appreciate this game" 
wouldn't be out of place on the box cover. 

Still, it's all great fun if you've got the 
geek cred to appreciate a story that 
bounces between the Golden and Silver 
Ages of comics, and includes superhero 


а 


pseudoscience less credible than that crap 
Geordie used to pull every week with the 
warp drive. While the 12-hour solo cam- 
paign begins by picking up where the last 
game left off, with Freedom Force's champi- 
ons of democracy defending Patriot City 
from Communists in 1963, soon the heroes 
are facing an older menace—Nazis! A time- 


travelling National Socialist supervillain 
named Blitzkrieg has used superpower-cre- 
ating Energy X to allow Hitler's goose-step- 
ping goons to win World War ІІ. 


To Do Battle With... Blitzkrieg! 


So if Freedom Force wants to hoist the 
stars-and-stripes over America once more, 
Minuteman and the gang need to beat up 
big-brained Blitzy—who looks a lot like 
Hulk über-foe the Leader—and repair the 
timeline. But as usual for the cape-and- 
tights crowd, things are more complex than 
they seem. Before the saga ends you'll have 
to deal with the villainous return of Time 
Master, the return of an old friend, and an 
ally who, in classic superhero style, is cor- 
rupted by power and turns to evil. 

At its heart, however, the story is an ex- 
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cuse to smack Nazis and get Freedom Force 
in the same room as its predecessors from 
the Golden Age. The feel of the story is simi- 
lar to 19605 time-travel team-ups where 
DC's Justice League of America visited its 
forebears who served in the Justice Society 
of America in the 1940s, or vice versa. And 
just as the Golden Age bucket-helmet Flash 
met his wing-headed Silver Age successor, 
"modern" Freedom Forcers join with their 
WW II-era comrades for many missions. 

Some significant differences separate the 
Silver and Golden Age heroes in The Third 
Reich, though. Artist Robb Waters has drawn 
the origin movies for the WW II heroes in 
1940s style. Sparse facial features, stark black 
lines, barely-there backdrops, and big dots 
denoting the crude printing process of the 
time separate the comic-book eras and pro- 
vide two distinct superhero styles. Serious 
comic geeks might be the only ones who 
will notice, but they'll certainly be grateful 
for Waters’ fantastic attention to detail. 

Also, befitting their pre-Energy X origins 
(the element came to Earth with Mentor in 
the 1960s), the Golden Age heroes are aver- 
age guys with nifty gadgets. Brit Blackjack, 
for instance, is a marksman who tosses acid- 
dipped playing cards. Frenchwoman 
Tricolour is a former Olympic fencer who 
still flashes the blade. American Sky Pilot is 
a former Hollywood star who altered his 
movie jetpack to fight the Nazi menace. 

Because of these limitations, the old- 
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schoolers are underpowered, especially 
when it comes to taking on Energy X-pow- 
ered Axis supervillains. Japan's Red Sun, who 
can create explosive duplicates of himself, 
and Italy's Fortissimo, a tenor whose high 
notes can break glass and bones, can do a 
number on heroes who simply shoot fast 
and twirl a sword. This does add strategic 
depth, though, as tactics have to blend these 
modest talents with Freedom Force's super- 
powers. In some missions, you need to use 
the likes of Blackjack and Tricolour to fend off 
grunts while heavyweights like Minute Man 
and Bullet deal with the supervillains and 
powerful new foes like floating Nazi brains 
called Eyes of the Reich and man-ape "kill-a- 
rillas" (shades of Gorilla Grodd). 


Facing the Most Fiendish Foes! 
Other than the above, The Third Reich is very 
much a conservative sequel. Heroes have 
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[above] Those time-traveling fascists and their crazy 
gizmos. [left] Master race, huh? Let's see you juggle 
this, DeSoto! 


most of the same powers that they did in 
the first game, but they have been balanced 
better so that you can't run the table with 
the likes of Sea Urchin. New lighting effects 
enhance the appearance of beam weapons 
and powers like El Diablo's wreath of flame. 
Missions are still structured as comic issues, 
requiring standard superheroics that range 
from smashing stuff to beating up a big 
bad. Destructible locales are nicely varied, 
with adventures taking you from sunny 
Communist Cuba to the grimy streets of 
Nazi Berlin. Almost every line of dialogue is 
capped with an exclamation point. Battle 
cries like “Your evil is unwanted here!” are 
uttered with the seriousness of a 
Shakespearean soliloquy. And load-screen 
“covers” feature awesomely authentic blurbs 
like “I can face the most fiendish foe! But 
not even Tombstone dares stand against... 
RED SUNS RISING!” 
Real-time gameplay works just as it did 
in the first Freedom Force, albeit with refine- 
ments. Heroes now defend themselves if 
attacked, although the artificial intelligence 
cuts out for good in a battle as soon as the 
player takes control of a character. Three 
energy bars have replaced the single bar 
from the original game, so you can tell at a 
glance if heroes have enough juice to acti- 


vate a power. Heroes now have core no- 
cost abilities that can be used on demand. 
This bumps up action at the expense of 
strategy, as heroes can whale on baddies 
without considering energy conservation. 
Still, this change is a net positive, because it 
allows you to sail through battles with 
common thugs that got tedious in the orig- 
inal game. And no-cost powers don't re- 
move the need for planning, since enemies 
remain vulnerable to some attacks and in- 
vulnerable to others. 

There are three new Silver Age characters 
available for missions, but they blend in so 
seamlessly with the original roster that it’s 
hard to tell rookies from veterans. An elec- 
tric-chair origin and the ability to possess 
opponents makes Tombstone the most use- 
ful of the trio, although that's not saying 
much because Quetzacoatl is a lame Aztec 
Thor and Green Genie a wimpy shape- 
changer apparently powered by Arab mi- 
sogyny. Unless you're forced to take them 
on a mission—Tombstone's mental abilities 
are occasionally required to interrogate en- 
emies— chances are good that you'll stick 
with the usual suspects like Minute Man, 
Mentor, and El Diablo. 

Multiplayer, which was the red-headed 
stepchild of the original game, has been ti- 
died up for the sequel. New character cre- 
ation options and a story mode allowing 
you to slap together a plot description and 
add a custom comic-book cover enhance 
mano-a-mano skirmishes. Still, multiplayer 
isn't as attractive as the campaign. One-off 
battles are as repetitive here as the beat- 
em-ups that occupied 16 out of every 20 
pages in the average Silver Age comic, so 
superpowered showdowns still have a lim- 
ited shelf-life. 

But forget about that. Who needs com- 
pelling multiplayer when the single-player 
campaign in Freedom Force vs. The Third 
Reich is as fulfilling as spending a rainy af- 
ternoon with a stack of Silver Age comics? 
Although the game's audience may be lim- 
ited, as comic geeks aren't as common as 
they once were, fans of crime-fighters in 
tights couldn't ask for a better game. 


Terrific combination of strategy, role- 
playing, action, and atmosphere; does a 
tremendous job of evoking the spirit of old- 
time comics 

Multiplayer battles are as repetitive 
as the beat-em-ups that occupied 16 out of 
every 20 pages in the average Silver Age comic 


Tactical Chaos 
LucasArts Teen 
256MB RAM 

epublic Commando is a perfect exam- 

ple of the schizophrenia that affects so 

many games. It can't decide if it's a tac- 
tical shooter or a balls-to-the-wall action 
game; instead of picking one or the other, it 
does both. The result is a game of moder- 
ately tactical chaos. 

Republic Commando puts you in the styl- 
ish suit of a clone trooper in charge of a 
four-man squad of fellow "sons of Jango” 
(That everyone is a clone doesn't really ex- 
plain why they all have different voices and 
personalities. Very puzzling, that is.) You re- 
ceive voiceover assistance from Señor Fett 
himself, who basically lays everything out 
for you; go here, do this, split up, meet up 
with your buddies, etc. There are three 
major areas: Geonosis, a derelict Republic 
ship, and the hairy Wookiee planet of 
Kashyyyk (painful pun intended). The multi- 
player is fairly useless. The opportunity for 
full co-op play is wasted, as the only modes 
available are standard deathmatch and a 
capture the flag variant. 


1GHz CPU; 


Your wiper kicks in when things get really messy. 


In the single-player, you issue orders to 
your fellow jack-booted clones with a sim- 
ple context-sensitive command system. If 
there's a rock near a target, for example, 
moving the cursor over it will tell you that 
it would make for a good sniping position. 
When faced with doors, you get similar op- 
tions. In most cases, there's only one op- 
tion. (Doors get two; blow it up, or “slice” 
into a console.) 

Though the first few areas are interesting, 
it quickly becomes tiring because of the re- 
entless pace. While that style of gameplay 
can be a blast in short bursts, 8-10 hours of 
shooting wave after wave of baddies while 
babysitting—and occasionally ordering— 
your crew proves exhausting. There are a 
number of areas with respawning creatures, 
and you have to be mindful of what your 
ellow troopers are doing, and their posi- 
tions. They occasionally get stuck, and you 
half expect Jango to pop in with, “You can't 
eave without your buddy Superfly.’ 

Instead of throwing tons of guns your 
way, Republic Commando follows the Halo 
model of limiting what you can carry; how- 
ever, your main rifle can fill a variety of roles 
thanks to various add-ons. It can be a stan- 
dard gun, or a sniper rifle, or a rocket 
launcher. There are multiple grenade types, 
and it's important to figure out which can 
take out shielded droids. More interesting is 
the ability to resurrect dead teammates—or 
be resurrected yourself—in the field of bat- 


World of WarCraft 
Vivendi Universal 


Half-Life 2 
Vivendi Universal 


The Sims 2 
Electronic Arts 


The Sims Deluxe 
Electronic Arts 


Halo 
Microsoft 


Call of Duty 

Activision 
RollerCoaster Tycoon 3 
Atari 


Battle for Middle-Earth 
Electronic Arts 


Seaworld Tycoon 
Activision 

Lemony Snicket 
Activision 

Zoo Tycoon 2 
Microsoft 

Rome: Total War 
Activision 

Galaxy of Games 350 
eGames 


Flight Simulator 2004 
Microsoft 


Sid Meier's Pirates 
Atari 


EverQuest: Dragons of Norrath 
Sony Online 


Zoo Tycoon 
Microsoft 


World Poker Championship 
Valusoft 


DOOM3 
Activision 


Source: NPD Group/NPD Funworld. The February list is 
based on units sold by more than 70 channel partners, 
representing 90% of the U.S. retail consumer market. 
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tle. There are also "Bacta" stations you and 
your team can use, though you'll end up 
getting sick of the repetition of the handful 
of variants of, "Go get some Bacta, dude.” 

Presentation-wise, Republic Commando is 
generally excellent. The audio is superb—it's 
impossible not to get a bit of adrenaline 
going when you hear those familiar leitmo- 
tifs pouring out of your speaker—and the 
Unreal-powered visuals are attractive, if 
slightly sluggish on even high-end hardware. 
But everything about the game is claustro- 
phobic: the enormous HUD forces you to see 
the action in a very narrow area—it comes 
equipped with a windshield wiper for the 
messier battles, though it's hard not to wish 
it had a setting other than "intermittent"— 
and the tight corridors and rigidly linear 
gameplay never gives you any breathing 
room or opportunities to explore the envi- 
ronments. But linearity has its advantages— 
you always know where to go and what to 
do, and as you progress forward, interesting 
stuff happens. It's all very contrived and arti- 
ficial but as always, effective. 

And that, in a nutshell, is Republic 
Commando. It feels a bit by the numbers, 
but it has some interesting elements that 
bubble up. Its relentless pacing holds some 
appeal, but its linearity and repetitiveness 
make for extended dull stretches. And while 
its tactics are simplistic and get lost in all 
the chaos, they do add some variety to all 
the shooting. All of this makes Republic 
Commando equally impossible to love or 
dislike. -Steve Bauman 
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Math Strategy 
Dreamcatcher 
750MHz CPU; 256MB RAM 


fthere's any computer game name more 

generic than “Massive Assault,’ which is 

what this game used to be called, it's 
Domination. The developers call this up- 
grade/sequel “think-based strategy.’ It's a 
telling catch phrase for their turn-based 
system, which uses no hidden units, no 


Wargaming.net 
Teen 


dice, and no under-the-hood calculations. 
Everything is laid bare according to a sim- 
ple system in which you always know ex- 
actly how much damage something will do 
and exactly how many units the other guy 
has. It's positively chess-esque. If you re- 
member QOP fondly, you're going to feel 
right at home. 

Of course, with the many hardware gen- 
erations that have passed since QQP, 
Domination is rendered in a gratuitous 3D 
engine, with pointless fancy effects and fu- 
turistic unit graphics. Because of the elabo- 
rate 3D terrain, there are only a handful of 
pre-built maps, although a lot of guesswork 
comes from the "secret allies" rule that lets 
players choose hidden home territories to 
reveal during the course of a game. There 
are several ways to play, including a great 
new career mode that gradually folds-in 
new gameplay and a not-so-great story- 
driven campaign mode. Also new are 
unique units that distinguish the two fac- 
tions from each other, particularly in longer 
games where you get a chance to bring out 
the high-end toys like the hovering trans- 
port platforms, the submarines, and a mas- 
sive mech reminiscent of the O.G.R.E. from 
Steve Jackson's tactical board games. 

Since this is largely a pure math game, 
the Al can be brutal. It works far better as a 
multiplayer game, although you'll have to 
pay a monthly fee to play over the Internet. 
What's more, the StarForce copy protection 
makes it a royal pain to boot up the game 
just to take a turn. For a relatively modest 
game, Domination can be a bit too de- 
manding. -Tom Chick 


Juicedball EA Sports 
Everyone 800MHz CPU, 128 
MB RAM 


ith the recent exclusive licensing agree- 

ment between Major League Baseball, 

its union, and Take-Two, it's hard to play 
MVP Baseball 2005 without thinking that this 
might be its last season. That would be a real 
shame because the current version has a lot 
of potential; it just needs more development 
time to iron out all of the kinks. 

The basic design is pretty much identical 
to previous editions. The tri-click pitching 
meter remains the game's focal point. It's 
fun to use, and allows you to easily change 
pitch location, effort, and velocity. It's still 
way too easy to throw a strike using the 
meter, and as a result walks are rare, espe- 
cially when you're pitching to the CPU. The 
hitting model is still a bit of an enigma. The 
new Batter's Eye is a neat way to pick up a 
pitch as it leaves the pitcher's hand; the ball 
turns a particular color for a brief second, 
which tips you off as to the kind of pitch 
that is coming. It’s gimmicky, but nonethe- 
less effective. The odd part about hitting is 
that if you want to try to get the ball into 
the air, you have to hold up on the analog 
stick or D-pad. It takes a while to beat it out 
of your head that swinging low doesn't 
mean you're more likely to hit a low pitch. 

MVP 2005 is at its best once the ball is put 
into play. A fantastic fielding model, com- 
bined with surprisingly convincing ball 


ctushes one! 


physics, make the game a joy to watch. It has 
it all: Texas Leaguers, line drives that catch 
chalk, and even the Baltimore Chop. Another 
key element of baseball that the game nails 
down to a tee is managerial Al. CPU man- 
agers are very good at pinch hitting and 
double switching at the right time, and rarely 
will it do something that seems out of step. 
On the field, it plays a pretty good game, 
but off the field it starts to fall apart. The in- 
terface is ripped straight from the console 
version; this isn't an uncommon practice, 
but MVP's interface is extraordinarily clunky. 
It takes a series of mouse clicks to find basic 
player information. When you start a fran- 
chise, you can’t even survey other teams’ 


lineups until you play them. You're like the 
owner in the plastic bubble, only able to 
view your own team. 

While the Al is good on the field, it's terri- 
ble in the front office. Free agency is a joke 
because you get pretty much your pick of 
the litter of top available players. If only the 
real-life Reds could walk in on day one and 
sign Mark Loretta and Dontrelle Willis to 
cheap contracts without any other team of- 
fering them a deal. It’s equally easy to resign 
players. In one off-season, Austin Kearns 
told the Reds GM that he was upset at his 
playing time and wanted a trade, and then 
turned around and signed a cheap two-year 
contract during the resigning period. These 
kinds of things happen all the time and it 
makes the game's Dynasty mode less ap- 
pealing than it could be. 

Online play is functional, but also a bit 
odd in that in order to play a ranked game 
you have to play five innings, no more and 
no less. It's unclear why this is the case. 
Perhaps EA Sports feels that kids won't stick 
around for a full nine-inning marathon? 
There's also no built-in online league play, 
which continues to be a mysterious omis- 
sion in all of EA Sports' titles. 

You're left with a tale of two games. If 
playing a season or playing the role of GM 
isn't a big deal, MVP is easy to recommend. 
But if you want to use all of the game's fea- 
tures, be prepared for some headaches. 
-William Abner 
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Bodily Fluid Adventure 369 


Ubisoft Mature 
300MHz CPU; 128MB RAM 


Interactive 


othing comes closer to actual police 

work than CSI: Miami, which you'd think 

would be a good thing. But it's not; at 
best, it mimics the pedantic deskwork and 
meticulous scrutiny loved by "find-the- 
parser" adventure game fans of times for- 
gotten and, you know, actual police officers. 
So you like the show, you like forensic crimi- 
nology, you like David Caruso: Do yourself a 
favor and watch the show on DVD. 

The game sounds all well and good. 
Developer 369 Interactive gathered the ac- 
tual cast for the voice acting, even quirky 
Lab Tech Valera. You get five missions to 
play through, with varying difficulty levels. 
You get to make a name for yourself mov- 
ing from greenhorn rookie to Crime Scene 
Investigator (with CAPS!). But it's not fun. 

You spend most of the game poking 
around someone's skull looking for that clue 
you missed, even resorting to asking your 
partner to do some actual work and give 
you a hint (lowering your score) and still 
being forced to pixel hunt and try every sin- 
gle item you have, on every body part you 
can find. That, and asking questions with 
puns Captain Planet would be ashamed to 
utter. The game's dialogue system almost 
resembles a tree, except you basically just 
Click on any of the questions until they're all 
gone. Interrogation at its, um, finest. 

The game has its moments—the unin- 
tentionally funny ones. And although it's 
mostly stable, there is a crash to desktop if 
you try to access the assembly table. The 
fix? You restart that entire mission after you 
download the patch. No thanks. -Tiffany 
Martin 
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Ball Kicking Simulation 
Konami Everyone 
800MHz CPU, 128 MB RAM 


hat makes Winning Eleven 8 such a 

joy to play is that nothing feels 

scripted. Each game is unique thanks 
to its superb Al and physics modeling that 
allows for truly creative 
play. Tactics matter, 
and simply pressing 
the action every sec- 
ond and holding down 
the sprint button in a 
mad dash at the goal is 
a surefire way to lose 
every match. 

The Al is ruthless. It 
looks for openings, 
makes smart passes, 
slows down the pace 
when necessary, and ex- 
ploits careless play at 
every opportunity. Most 
importantly, the AI 


doesn't cheat. When you give up a goal, you 

can always look at the replay and see why it 

happened rather than feel like the computer 
simply decided it was time to score. 

The game's main shortcoming is that it 
really is a direct port of the console version, 
right down to the tutorial showing you PS2 
control markings. There is also limited 
mouse support, and you need a dual analog 
10-button gamepad to get the most out of 
it. The main reasons to play the PC version 
are the improved graphics, multiplayer sup- 
port, and the fact that the WE8 mod com- 
munity is extremely active. 

Winning Eleven 8 plays such an amazing 
brand of soccer that its quirks are easily 
brushed to the side. Put simply, it's the best 
arcade soccer game on the planet, one that 
no fan of the sport should miss. -William Abner 
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Sometimes you can say more with less. Here's a 
slightly shorter analysis of some recent games. 


ADS 


"Server queue not cool.” 
ы wi oF 


B BE» «* 4 


p 


“Run Through the Jungle.” 
Р == чь 


“No buy, no patch." 


Special thanks this month to Rick Cornfield. Have some 
four-word reviews of your own? Send them to 
editor@cgonline.com 
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Contractual Obligation 
Reflections Atari Mature 
1.5GHz CPU; 256MB RAM 


t's easy to forget that open-ended 3D 
driving games got their start with the 
original Driver, which came out before 
Grand Theft Auto added another dimension 
to its top-down mayhem. The original Driver 
is famous—or maybe notorious—for having 
the most comically difficult tutorial ever, 
one that was required to complete before 
jumping into the game proper. Driver 3— 
which is also known by its 1337-speak name 
Driv3r—is equally famous—or notorious— 
for being one of the most glitch-filled and 
generally underwhelming major A-list re- 
leases in the last few years. Despite a num- 
ber of early positive reviews, the general 
consensus is that the game is a dud. And 
now there's a PC version, which is equally 
glitchy and underwhelming; its existence 
screams “contractual obligation.’ 
The basic gameplay is similar to the last 
two versions of the series. You take on short 
missions as FBI agent Tanner (still “the 
wheelman"), which are separated by incred- 
ibly long and well-produced cutscenes. It's 
almost like there's more watching than play- 
ing, but in this case it isn't necessarily a bad 


thing. Driver 3 mixes up the vehicular may- 
hem with a lot of running around and 
shooting stuff, and the controls for this part 
of the game are disastrous. It's possibly the 
worst third-person shooting game ever, 
with terrible keyboard/mouse controls—it's 
even worse with a gamepad. The camera 
lurches around like a drunken fratboy, and 
aiming is more theoretical than precise. It's 
worse than True Crime, and that's saying 
something. 

It also requires a whole lotta PC to gener- 
ate a whole lotta visual mediocrity. The 
graphics engine is sluggish even on the 
most high-end PC, with lots of pop-in and 
visual glitches. The "token PC version" feel- 
ing is exacerbated by a default keyboard 
layout that requires three arms to navigate. 
It features completely separate driving and 
running controls, with bizarre mappings like 
"5" for fire. (How about a mouse button?) 
While it's obviously designed for a 
gamepad, how about at least mimicking 
Grand Theft Auto's PC keyboard configura- 
tion, which keeps everything relatively con- 
sistent and simple? 

While the story-based gameplay is a dud, 
the free-roaming modes and mini-games 
are pretty entertaining. The vehicle physics 
are terrific, letting you slide your car around 
with abandon, and the cop Al is in the “so 
bad it's good" camp; they will try to drive 
through buildings to nab you. That some- 
thing this bad is actually good says every- 
thing about Driver 3. -Steve Bauman 
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HARDWARE 


technicalities 


by Kevin Rice 


Let Your Mouse 
Guide You 


The solution to most computer problems is staring back 
at you from your monitor 


Ventrilo for voice chat. Over the years, I've made plenty of 

friends and had a lot of laughs, and in the course of all 
these late-night conversations it’s become clear to most 
people that I'm a writer for this magazine. This inevitably 
leads to technical questions, recommendations, and so on. 
Well, l'm online to play games, not to be the technical editor. 
l've discovered, however, that most computer- or game-re- 
lated questions have a very simple answer: Look it up. 

The intention here is not a nicer version of RTFM (which 
almost translates into, "Read the 'Fun' Manual"); instead, it 
means that there's a treasure trove of information online. 


| play a lot of games online, and we're usually using 


“| know no one from 
Spamatonia, and | 
never want e-mail 
from there.” 


We've mentioned this technique in the Q&A section before: 
The vast majority of the time, your error isn't unique. One 
that comes up a lot is an issue with a file called 
PTSNOOPEXE. Type that filename into Google and voila, 
there's what it is, what it does, and how to handle problems 
with it. Remember, it’s pretty rare when you alone have a 
problem. In most cases, someone has discovered a solution 
and posted it online. 

While most issues are usually driver-related, others have 
simple solutions you can uncover online as well. | play a lot 
of first-person shooters, and because my friends know | 
benchmark a lot of the latest equipment, they inevitably ask 
framerate questions. Then, it happens. “How do | show my 
framerate? My card is brand X and | know it’s faster than 
this. Why is it stuck at Y framerate?” 

As long as a game has a fanbase, it will have a fansite. Not 
all are equal, but there’s always one that explains every sin- 
gle tweak in detail. | use these same sites to figure out the 
commands for tweaking, and there's little reason anyone in- 
terested in improving their own performance can't do the 
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same thing. Use Google again, search by the name of the 
game, and sure enough, you'll find what you're after. 

There are times when whatever error you're getting keeps 
you from going online, which sort of gets in the way of look- 
ing there for answers—we don't all have multiple comput- 
ers sitting around. However, if you're into gaming—or com- 
puters in general—there's a good chance you know others 
with a computer. You'll have to work around that person's 
schedule, but chances are you'll get the help you need. (I've 
done this for several friends.) Regardless of the process 
used, remember that it will take a little patience and perse- 
verance, but helping yourself is often easier than you think. 

There are, of course, problems that can't just be looked 
up. How do you deal with the veritable mountain of spam? 
What about adult websites, especially if you have children? 
What about identity theft? There are no clear answers that 
can just be discovered through Google searches, but | have 
a few suggestions. 

For spam, many ISPs now offer fairly effective spam con- 
trol. (Contact your ISP for help setting this up.) However, I 
have let the spam download into a spam folder for fear of 
false positives. Congress has enacted a few blanket laws 
against spam, but the problem has only become worse. 
There's a better solution. 

We know that many spam operators operate servers out- 
side of the U.S. to avoid the restrictions in place here. 
However, how many people do you know from the coun- 
tries where the spam often originates? Since an e-mail 
needs a minimum of two hops (the originating computer to 
the e-mail server) before the return address can be spoofed 
(which is what spammers do), why not just block entire 
countries? Why can't users simply say, “I know no one from 
Spamatonia, and | never want e-mail from there?" It’s not 
that simple, but it solves the problem at the source. 

For adult websites, why not just create a new URL exten- 
sion? Instead of TandA.com, why not TandA.xxx or 
TandA.sex? With the new extension, you can provide all the 
existing adult sites a free transfer to the new extension 
(while releasing their .com extensions), and then just set a 
simple password or other security procedure within a 
browser to either allow or disallow access to these sites. 

With identity theft, it's fairly easy. No major bank—and for 
the last time, l'm not an account holder at SunTrust—or 
website will ever ask you to confirm confidential informa- 
tion through an e-mail, no matter how legitimate it looks. 
(This is called phishing.) Simply forward the e-mail to both 
spoof@[company_name].com апа 
abuse@[company_name].com and then delete it. You'll usu- 
ally receive a response from the real bank or company stat- 
ing they didn't ever send you that e-mail, and that the 
source is being investigated. It's not "problem solved" as it 
were, but it's a step in the right direction. 

The online community is great, but where there's prosper- 
ity, there's the potential for criminal activity. As usual, re- 
member to keep your anti-virus software updated, scan for 
spyware on occasion, and be smart. Often times there are 
simple solutions; finding the answers may be easier than 
you think. Il 


Saiktek/$49.95 

With the sudden unexplainable popularity 
of live card games on “sports” channels, it 
it makes sense that a peripheral maker 
would try its hand at the electronic card 
game business. Saitek’s Texas Hold ‘Em is 
perhaps the top-of-the-line in portable car 
gaming, but it's also a one-trick pony: їћег 2... 

poker, no blackjack, no anything other than Hold 'Em. However, what it does, it does very 
well. It has plenty of options—you can adjust the overall difficulty level, as well as the play- 
ing style for each CPU opponent—but you can't adjust the volume. Playing the game is 
straightforward enough, with deal, hold, call, check and so on all clearly labeled. At $50, it's 
a bit pricey; however, it's still cheaper to lose virtual money than the real thing. -Kevin Rice 


“An old PC. A box of KNEX. Too much time on my hands. Enjoy my KNEXp. I had fun 
making it.’ -Eric de Moya, Tampa, Florida. Have an interesting case mod of your own? 
Submit it to editorecgonline.com. 


f you're looking to build your own machine, 

or are in the market for a new one, you're 

faced with an overwhelming number of 
choices. This monthly guide gives you some | 
basic starting information on the most critical 
components of any gaming system: processor 
and video. 


AMD or Intel. 64-bit or 32-bit? The chicken or 
the egg? While there's no clear-cut answer, 
there are a few things to remember: The Intel 
chips usually perform better in intense multi- 
media applications (video editing, dozens of 
programs running simultaneously, etc.), but 
the AMD chips are true 64-bit and are easier 
on the upgrade path thanks to 939-pin design. 


Budget 

Athlon 64 3200+/3.0GHz Pentium 4 

Stick with the fastest versions of each; in other 
words, get the 800MHz FSB version of the 
Pentium or the 939-pin Athlon (for upgrading 
purposes). $150-5170 


Sweet Spot 

Athlon 64 3500+/3.4GHz Pentium 4 

Again, go with either the 939-pin version of 
the Athlon or the 800MHz FSB on the Pentium. 
Note that the "Extreme" version of the Pentium 
is about 30096 more costly. $275 


Ultimate 

Athlon FX-55/3.46GHz Pentium 4 EE 

These are the high watermark chips. They will 
also cause some cringing when the credit card 
bill arrives. If you have to be the king of the 
hill, either will do. The Athlon is cheaper, 
though. 5800-51000 


PCI Express will be the standard in the next 
twelve months, but right now, the difference 
between AGP and PCI Express is negligible. 
Regardless of your choice, you'll want a 
256MB card. 


Budget 

ATI Radeon 9600 XT/GeForce 6600 

The 5 Series from NVIDIA is better left forgot- 
ten, but the 6 Series cards are mostly all strong 
performers. ATI has been tweaking the formula 
for its cards since the original 9700 released in 
2002, and they're still solid. $100-$125 


Sweet Spot 

ATI Radeon X700XT/GeForce 6600GT 
They're twice as expensive as the budget- 
minded cards, but half the price of the big 
boys. You get about 8096 of the performance 
at less than 5096 of the cost. $200-$225 


Ultimate 

ATI Radeon X800 XT/GeForce 6800 Ultra 
These two cards are the cream of the current 
crop. Both will rip through the latest greatest 
games with the slightest of ease. Max out the 
details and resolution and let the eye candy 
begin. Then fill out the paperwork for the sec- 
ond mortgage. $475-$550 
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HARDWARE 


in gaming audio. BY STEVE BAUMAN 


ЖЖЖЖ 


Manufacturer Creative Labs MSRP $299 


For over a dozen years, the Sound 
Blaster name has been synonymous with 
PC sound. But audio fans have had 
something of a love/hate relationship 
with Creative Labs; on the plus side, you 
have some stunning pieces of hardware, 
from the original Sound Blaster, the 16, 
the AWE64, and the Live. On the down- 
side, there have been compatibility and 
driver issues that have never been re- 
solved. Then Aureal appeared, with its 
superb Vortex 2 cards, and suddenly 
Creative's cards weren't top dog. After a 
fierce battle over 3D sound standards, 
the Live! line emerged victorious, for 


DGL-4300 D-Link/$169 x x ж x % 
Finally, a router that places gaming at the 
forefront. But what does that mean? While 
the documentation talks about how its 
"GameFuel" technology prioritizes packets 
to reduce latency, the real area of interest is 
the “game friendly" configu- 
ration interface 
(pictured, far right). 
It has a number of 
built-in profiles for 
games, with the ports 


priok 
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Quality Sound 


The Audigy 4 Pro is only an incremental improvement, but it remains the top dog 


better or worse. 

Now the only real competition for 
Creative is on-board audio. Until very re- 
cently, on-board audio was a joke; today, 
people are comfortable with sound from 
companies like NVIDIA, Realtek, and VIA. 
In fact, on-board solutions offer features 
that even Creative's new Audigy 4 does 
not, most notably single cable digital 
audio output. 

The Audigy 4 doesn't represent an all- 
new line of cards, as it's pretty much an 
Audigy 2 with, literally, an "Audigy 4" 
sticker placed over the same audio chip. 
It's still a PCI card with all of the standard 
features of its predecessor: pristine sound 
quality with incredibly low CPU utiliza- 
tion, 7.1 channel output, Dolby and DTS 


they need opened, and it lets you create 
your own for others. While the router 
needs to be re-booted way too often and 
is pricey, this is still its best feature; the 
fact it's also a super-solid 10/100 router 
with 802.119/802.11b and 
108Mbps wireless is just icing 
on the cake. The candied 


the blue lighting; why 
does everything look 
cooler with blue lights? -SB 


cherry on the iced cake is 


output, and with the Pro model, and re- 
mote-controllable external I/O hub with 
more connections than a Hollywood 
agent. The main improvement over the 
Audigy 2 is a slightly lower signal-to- 
noise ratio. 

Creative's software remains an issue. If 
you do a full install, you're faced with 
multiple programs running in the back- 
ground and clunky media players that 
want to take over your entire system. 
(You can do just a driver install, and that's 
highly recommended.) Creative has a 
new Entertainment Center, which lets you 
use the remote with your PC to call up 
any media, effectively providing the func- 
tionality of Windows Media Center. This 
type of software remains better in theory 
than in reality, but it does help justify the 
premium price tag for the Pro. 

If you own any previous Audigy card, 
there's little reason to consider the 
Audigy 4. It's just not enough of an im- 
provement to warrant an upgrade. 
However, if you're building a system from 
scratch, or aren't happy with your on- 
board audio, it remains the best option 
for gamers. Wi 


MX518 Mouse togitech/$49 ж ж ж ж v 
Logitech cranks up the DPI with its latest 


GigaWorks ProGamer 6500 

Creative Labs/$249 ж ж ж x 

The latest 5.1 speaker set from Creative 
Labs is aesthetically disappointing, with a 
boring design for each of the satellites, but 
delivers the sonic goods. It's a THX-certified 
system that delivers 310 watts total RMS. 
The subwoofer can really rattle the room 
with its not-so-subtle bass, but you lose 
some upper ranges because the satellites 
don't have separate tweeters. The sub- 


who wants to dig around the back of the 
thing every time they want to listen to their 
portable tunes? The best feature of the 
G500, aside from its excellent sound quality 
and reasonable price, is the "PowerTouch" 
wired controller. It lets you adjust the vol- 
ume for all channels, mute the sound, set 
CMSS upmix (converting stereo to 5.1), and 
has a headphone jack. Overall, the G500 
sounds better than it looks. -SB 


mouse. Its new “Setpoint” utility lets you in- 
crease the mouse's sensitivity from 400- 
1600 DPI, which makes an already superb 
device even more, er, superb. Unless you're 
a competitive gamer, though, it's pretty 
much impossible to tell much of a differ- 
ence; the regular mouse settings are pretty 
ace. The only odd thing about the mouse is 
the texture on its main surface—it look like 
it's taken a shotgun blast, or it was teethed 
by some metal-mouthed robot kid. Weird 
texture or not, it's still the same fantastic 
pointing device as its cousin, the MX510. 
Take your pick; both are fab. -SB 


QUESTIONS & ANSWERS 


You have answers, we have questions. Or vice versa. If 
you need an immediate response, you can pop into our 
forum at cgonline.com and ask away; operators are 
standing by 24-7 to take, and occasionally answer, your 
questions. Continue sending missives and/or photos of 
hot and sweaty videocards to qa@cgonline.com. 


What is the difference between, say, an ATI X800 vs. a 
0. GeForce 6800 in terms of supported fea- 
m tures? | understand the X800 was able 

to utilize Directx9.0a and b, but not c 
whereas the 6800 could do all three? 

The reason I want to know is that 
my buddy bought a GeForce 6800 
Ultra last week and sold me his 
X800 Pro because he wanted the 
dual DVI ports for his über 20" 
Viewsonic monitors. —Skaarsgard 


Both cards are fully DirectX 9 com- 
À m Pliant, but they do not share every fea- 
m ture. For example, the X800 alone supports 

3Dc texture compression, but that's mostly a non-issue as few 
games utilize that technology. 

What you may be thinking of is the difference in pixel shader sup- 
port. The original Radeon 9500/9700 used Shaders 2.0, the GeForce 
5 series used 2a, the X800 2b, and the 6 series supports 3. Aside from 


woofer also has an auxiliary connec- 
tor for a second audio device, 
like an MP3 player, but 


the generally poor performance of the 5 series NVIDIA cards, the dif- 
ferent versions don't have much impact on today’s games. In theory, 
the 6 series NVIDIA cards are more future proof; however, it's un- 
likely anyone would do a game any time in the near future that re- 
quired version 3. 


Right now, | have an Athlon 1800 with 384 of ram. I'm 
0. thinking of updating my computer to an Athlon 3200 ХР 
m or 64, with 512MB or 1GB of RAM. My videocard is a 
Geforce4 Ti 4400. Would the GeForce card be able 
to play Doom 3 and other new games with 
no problem in the new system, or would | 
need to update it too? -Stryker 


That videocard will be a seri- 
А. ous bottleneck to апу new 
u system. Depending on your 
price range, there's a wealth of op- 
tions. Right now, the hot ticket for 
about $200 is the GeForce 6600GT. Go 
with 1GB of RAM, as it definitely makes a 
difference and is relatively inexpensive. 
If your motherboard supports a 3200+ XP, that will 
bea significant upgrade; however, even the slowest socket 939 
Athlon 64 is a better long-term choice because of its upgrade po- 
tential. You should also consider moving over to PCI Express, as 
AGP is on its last leg. 
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road to nowhere 


Capitalist Pigs 
Rejoice 


Even the high moral ground can get pummeled by 
a jackhammer 


Elf had a friendship with this Barbarian named "Ding." 

Okay, it’s a stupid name, but | didn’t tell him | thought 
so. After EverQuest's name filter rejected the last name 
“Dong,” he disappeared for quite some time, and when | saw 
him online again, | whispered something risqué and inap- 
propriate, as usual, and a reply came back: “Uh, I'm sorry, 
this is not the Ding you think you know. | bought this guy 
the other day on eBay" Horrified, | mumbled an apology, 
abolished the anti-Ding from my friends list, and became all 
at once a little sadder and a little wiser. 


A number of years back, in EverQuest the Father, my Wood 


"Sony is planning to 
roll out an in-game 
system that allows for 
the sale and purchase 
of... well, you know.” 


Since that time, virtual items for real cash has become big 
business—bigger than anyone initially expected—with rev- 
enues that have been estimated at up to $800 million per 
year. With facilitator companies like IGE springing up (many 
of them having merged with or been acquired by IGE), vir- 
tual economies have been researched, studied, analyzed, 
and dissected into their various sociological components 
(thank you, Ted Castronova, et al.), and game companies 
have come out in force against the evil incarnate that is out- 
of-game item and currency trading. In last month's column, I 
concluded that while | am not necessarily in favor of the 
practice, it doesn't really hurt anyone. After | circumvented 
the smoke-bomb damage, and extinguished the burning ef- 
figies on my lawn (Firiona Vie's ponytail makes for great kin- 
dling), I'd like to talk a bit about “how the other side feels.” 
And | do mean “feels,” because for most people—especially 
players—this is more of an emotional issue than anything, 
having to do with morality, cheating, societal deterioration, 
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and entitlement, or a lack thereof. 

When | initially asked game companies to comment on 
their position about this issue, no one would go on record 
with anything more substantive than stuff like, "This practice 
clearly violates our EULA and our terms of service and we're 
doing everything in our power to abolish it" Off-the-record 
remarks, however, were plentiful... some even agreed with 
me. Not most though, and here are some of the things they 
said: “The bottom line is that it is our game and if we don't 
want people farming, people selling gold for real world 
money, creating hundreds of accounts, then it is our right to 
stop that” 

“| think that companies like that are pond scum and 
should all be put out of business.” 

^| find it appalling that people have devoted their careers 
and made great personal sacrifices to create something only 
to have it compromised and exploited by companies with 
no regard for this genre.” 

“We are diametrically opposed to what these companies 
are doing. We are telling you and them that we do not sup- 
port them and will take whatever steps we can to prevent 
them from harming the integrity of our game.” 

But it’s happening nonetheless, and as | concluded last 
month, it's not going away. The aforementioned associate 
professor at Indiana University and video game economist, 
Ted Castronova knows that it all comes down to this: "What 
they [those who buy and sell virtual items] are saying to de- 
velopers is, ‘if you don't design this into the game, the fan 
site community, these external people, will capture this 
money stream.” 

And you know what? As | was writing this, the phone 
rang. And it was a SOE representative who told me that 
Sony is planning to roll out an in-game system that allows 
for the sale and purchase of... well, you know. Really. What a 
timely coincidence, and yet l've been wondering for a very, 
very long time why no company was "keeping that money 
stream in-house,’ so to speak. Sony has been wondering it 
for a very long time as well, and yet they know that there's 
some kind of “moral high ground" at stake here. No com- 
pany wants to risk alienating its core fan base, many of 
whom harbor an extremely “purist” attitude about the vir- 
tual worlds in which they spend so many hours. 

But the almighty dollar wins again. And Sony, the crown 
prince of marketing, is willing to take that risk. | already had 
a side wager that SOE—the guys who really know the value 
of a dollar—would be the first to cave, er, “take advantage of 
the opportunity.’ They're starting Station Auctions in 
EverQuest II as the first sanctioned way for players to buy 
and sell the rights to use characters, items, and coin 
amongst themselves. All sales will be player-to-player, with a 
listing fee and percentage of the sale going to Sony. It will 
utilize an Auction server and operate much like eBay. And it 
will change the MMO world forever. 

It’s becoming patently obvious, then, that at this point 
the only way to "clobber" IGE is to render it obsolete. Sony's 
taken the first step. Who's next? BI 


Middle-Earth Online 


Dereth ai 


Turbine grabs potential by the Rings 


A fter having acquired its Asheron's Call 


franchise from Microsoft earlier this 

year, Turbine Entertainment didn't 
stop there. It has since finalized a deal with 
Tolkien Enterprises and Vivendi Universal 
Games granting it the exclusive rights to de- 
velop and publish MMOs based on Lord of 
the Rings and The Hobbit, including its cur- 
rent project, Middle-Earth Online. 

"Turbine has been instrumental in the di- 
rection and production of Middle-Earth 
Online, its service, and the community since 
day one,’ said Turbine president and CEO 
Jeffrey Anderson. "Together with Tolkien 


Got Gold? 


yond 


Enterprises, we intend to produce the best 
possible representation of these outstand- 
ing literary works and ensure a long and ex- 
citing future for Middle-Earth Online" The 
company is currently in negotiations with 
strategic partners for a worldwide launch in 
2006, including China, Japan, Korea, Europe, 
and the U.S. 

In addition to MEO, it is also building the 
first and only MMO directly based on the 
Dungeons & Dragons franchise. Its latest ag- 
gressive business efforts have helped trans- 
form it into the largest privately-held online 
game studio in North America. -Cindy Yans 


For World of WarCraft players level 54 and above, 
when your head starts to spin at the prospect of sav- 
ing enough cash for your "epic mount" (you know that 
really cool-looking super fast money-sink that costs a 
whopping 1000 gold?) here's something that might 
help. Get on your tired old mount and head to north- 
ern Felwood (just east of Auberdine on Kalimdor). 
Hunt Withered Protectors and Warpwood Shredders, 
both of wi have reasonably good drop rates for 
major healing potions that often sell for one gold 
apiece in the Auction House. In addition, these mobs 
are humanoids, so they often drop high-level herbs 
(Heart of the Wild, Blindweed, Arthas' Tears), stacks of 
which sometimes auction for as high as 10 gold. 
Shredders have some interesting armor drops as well. 
The area has a large amount of these guys, and you 
can't miss them. So, go farm for that Epic mount. 


MMOCABULARY 
Group Dynamics 101 


AoE 

This refers to an Area of Effect spell that 
damages (or, in some cases, enhances) a 
group of creatures or players in a pre-de- 
termined radius of the caster. WARNING: 
When playing in a group, AoE can often 
disrupt spells that other players have 
cast. Learn, before you use one, whether 
it's a good or bad idea. Or hey, just cast 
at will, and never be invited into that 
group again. 


Break Root 

This refers to attacking, via melee or spell, 
a creature or creatures who have been 
disabled in some way—usually by being 
prevented from moving—by other play- 
ers. In reference to the above, “AoE breaks 
root, man! What're you, a n00b?” 


Add 

An extra monster that joins an existing 
battle. Usually unexpected, adds can 
completely disrupt a plan of attack, so it’s 
good to decide beforehand what to do if 
one or more appear. You'll often hear 
something like, “Druid on the left, please 
root the ааа; or “I'll sheep the adds" (the 
latter referring g — 

to World of 

WarCraft's spe- 

cial brand of 

disabling ene- 

mies by turning 

them temporar- 

ily into sheep). 
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Storm Riders Online 


Riders of the Storm 

The fantasy MMO, Storm Riders Online, de- 
veloped by Phoenix Games Studio of 
Malaysia, and brought over to US shores by 
Orchid Media International, ended its beta 
and officially launched earlier this year. 
Storm Riders is the localized version of 
Phoenix's Fung Wan Online, which is based 


TRUE 


A SERIAL BETA 


CONFESSIO 


ona popular comic series set in ancient 
China, created by Hong Kong-based writer 
Ma Wing Shing. Features include martial 
arts combat, a highly-developed clan sys- 
tem, dynamic storyline, and skill-based 
character advancement. You can sign up via 
Paypal, or use your debit or credit card at 
stormriders.com. 


TESTE! 


City of Heroes Turns the Tables 


Eden Studios, creator of Conspiracy X 
(which City of Heroes lead designer Jack 
Emmert worked on), and licensee for Buffy 
the Vampire Slayer and Angel, will be bring- 
ing City of Heroes from the small screen to 
the table. The tabletop RPG will begin with 
a source book, with supplements like the 
Paragon City Source Book, the Monitor's 
Support Pack, and more to be released later. 
No release date has been announced. 

In addition, Alderac Entertainment Group 
will publish a tabletop card game, with art 
direction by Top Cow Production, which is 
handling the official City of Heroes comic 
book. Look for it sometime this November. 


Blizzard Nukes Cheaters 

and Pharmers 

The current king of the MMO has policed 
its territories and taken action to rid the 
virtual world of hackers, cheaters, and 
farmers. Four-thousand WarCraft Ill ac- 
counts were banned from the Battle.net 
ladder for a variety of abuses, including 
the use of “loss bots.” Players affected by 
the ban were not able to participate in 


N & OF He plays, he writes, he plays some more: 


The continuing story of Craig: 2054 AD. 
AS TRANSLATED VIA SOME WEIRD TIME/SPACE CONTINUUM THING 
BY KELLY WAND 


Pathological behavior is a given in the nutty world of computer gaming, and the whole massively-multiplayer online phe- 
nomenon has only made it worse. Although heavily medicated, serial beta tester Craig X managed to crawl to the surface of 
his consciousness, more or less, to share some thoughts about his life in testing, and perhaps offer some insight about how 


he turned into the mess he is today. 


2/22/54 


as Eis Erogo NES асаан 
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Off topic, | know, but our President Jenna Bush was just on FNC defending her decision to invade the U.S. as 
part of the war on terror, and that at the U.N. she'd always said the phrase "grave" threat, not “imminent,” all 
along, regardless of what the TV cameras and newspapers claimed to have proven otherwise. Yummy. But 
back to business. My 1 Ching this morning suggested that "events of mild interest may someday come to 
pass/ which can only mean one thing: This is the summer of Duke Nukem Forever Online, for real! Thank heav- 
ens. Two more betas arrived today, nothing big, just an ant farm sim (had to turn my resolution all the way 
down to 5567843.4x9087965nonrepeating just to make out the sugar cubes; didn't think my card even sup- 
ported such lowness) and Rockz, the new pet whatchamacallit. Sigh. I'm seriously starting to have second 
thoughts about ordering those immortality pills... to be continued? 


This particular Wyvern is apparently quite hungry for human. Mmm, brains. Send your 
own offbeat MMO screens to editor@cgonline.com 


WarCraft Ill ladder play for 30 days. Second 
offenders have been permanently banned 
from ladder play. 

Also after an in-depth investigation into 
gold farming (the practice of acquiring in- 
game gold at accelerated rates to sell for 
real-world currency), Blizzard has also 
banned over a thousand accounts from 
World of WarCraft, on the basis that this type 
of activity is in direct violation of its EULA. 


Atriarch Online Actually Survives 
It's probably safe to say that this game has 
been in development for so long (five years 
or so) that no one thought it would see the 
light of day. To its credit, its developer World 
Fusion did not give up the ghost. Finally, 
later this summer, Atriarch will be available 
for alpha testing. The "hook" for the game 
has always been that there are no humans, 
elves, or dwarves involved. It’s all aliens, all 
the time. To find out more about the game 
or to apply to be a tester, visit atriarch.com. 


Play for RYL 


$1 million prize goes to MMO 
tournament winner 


RYL: Path of the Emperor is a traditional 
MMO, in which thousands of players si- 
multaneously compete and take part in 
specific quests and missions, fight 
monsters and other players, battle in 
Guild vs. Guild duels, buy, sell, and 
trade virtual merchandise, build 
fortresses, and even raise their own vir- 
tual Dragon. The difference here is that 
the player who actually becomes the 
Emperor of RYL, Rule over the Land, 
will win $1,000,000. Beginning July 1, 
2005, the tournament will qualify play- 


ers based upon top RYL scores 
throughout the year, culminating in a 
Final Tournament event to be broad- 
cast live at the annual Electronic 


Entertainment Expo in May 2006. 
Interested? Check out 

the rules and regu- 

lations at RYL.net. 


MMOBYTES 


MindArk Needn't Walk the 
Plank-Project Entropia developer 
MindArk has settled a lawsuit with the 
Business Software Alliance (BSA), which 
claimed it pirated software from 
Microsoft, Adobe, and other companies. 
The 2002 lawsuit began with a raid on 
MindArk's Sweden offices, searching for 
copies of unauthorized software. A 
press released added that the company 
is prepared to file a lawsuit of their own 
against the BSA for damages.... The A- 
political, Hybrid Machine-Stardock 
Systems, developer of Galactic 
Civilizations and The Political Machine, 
announced that it's working on a free- 
to-play strategy MMO.’ The dev team is 
headed up by one of leads on Maxis’ 
SimCity. Stardock president Brad 
Wardell indicates that they're trying to 
solve the problems that have, so far, 
kept similar games from being as popu- 
lar as other MMO titles. When asked to 
describe the gameplay, Wardell said, “1 
like to call it ‘The Sims meets Total 
Annihilation.”... Ryzom's Numbers Force 
Change-Nevrax CEO David Cohen 
Corval said that due to not having the 
"right number of play- 

ers" in Saga of 

Ryzom, it has 

handed over the 

game's customer 

support, game 

mastering, event 

management, and 

community man- 

agement to Jolt Online 

Gaming. It is also merging the game's 
US and European shards. More 
changes are anticipated in the future, 
including the addition of the missing 
Outposts feature, plus a new Ul and 
more content... E 
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Dark Age 
of Camelot: 


Catacombs 


The seamy underbelly of 
Mythic’s triad 


ЖЖЖЖ 


Genre Subterranean Crawl 
Developer/Publisher Mythic Entertainment 
ESRB Teen Requirements 450MHz CPU; 256MB RAM 


fter Mythic's epic Trials of Atlantis expan- 

A sion, with its controversial long-term 
effect on Dark Age of Camelot's innova- 

tive realm vs. realm experience, Catacombs 
is a welcome addition that breathes new life 
into the game. It doesn't attempt to over- 
haul the player vs. player element any fur- 
ther—a smart choice, at this point—but 
nonetheless it's extremely robust, providing 
an ambitious overhaul to just about every 
other system in the game. 

Of the game's three realms, Albion clearly 
has the highest population, so in order to 
attract players to the other two realms for 
better balanced battleground experiences, 
Mythic offers only one new class for Albion 
and two each for Midgard and Hibernia. 
Albion’s heretic is a fallen acolyte whose 
healing pales quite a bit compared to his of- 
fensive spells and his weapon and shield 
abilities. As a Hibernian, you can become a 
Vampiir no matter what your base class 
(when you make this choice your skin turns 
immediately white), with a speed enhance- 
ment that allows you to levitate. Hibernian 
Bainshees are female-only models whose 
powers are based on sound. They have re- 
ally annoying screams that can both harm 
and mesmerize enemies. The Midgard war- 
lock is a spellcaster whose spells operate in 
an interesting “queue” fashion, and later 
some may be pre-cast and then “released.” 
Finally, the Valkyrie is another female-only 
character—a hybrid tank who specializes in 
the use of a sword and shield or spear. She 
also gets a line of spells that have a cone of 
effect. Upon the expansions release, charac- 
ters in all of the new classes had to begin at 
level one, although the “/level” command 
can still be used to boost a new character in 
the already-existing classes up to level 20, 


70 Computer Games | June 2005 


[from top to bottom] A noble moment at the aqueducts; 
The new warlock class has unusually innovative spell- 
casting capabilities; Character customization has be- 
come a lot more sophisticated this time around. 


provided you have at least one level 50 
character to begin with. 

With this expansion, Mythic finally imple- 
ments instanced dungeons. These private 
playgrounds scale to your group size and 
level, with appropriate rewards. Although 
most of these dungeons appear in the 
Realms’ new underworld areas, there are a 
few quest-related ones in the classic world 
as well. And the new areas are lovely, as are 
all of the graphical enhancements. While 
the game doesn't look as good as World of 
Warcraft or EverQuest II, the new character 
models are greatly improved, and you can 


continue to change their appearance at any 
time. Also, the real-time lighting effects and 
shadows truly enhance the visual and tex- 
tural ambience. Camelot has never looked 
better, and Catacombs definitely gives sea- 
soned players a good reason to stay, and 
new ones a good reason to try this classic. 
-Cindy Yans 
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aying You? 


Horizons: Empire of Istaria 


The online experience for the rest of us 
New! Free Download and 7 Day Free Trial @ www.istaria.com 


T U L G A Delivered By: 
GAMES 


ELE ISSA 


(БЇ INCOMING 
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All regions will offer access to the history of Conan and his adventures there, and you find many of his friends 
and enemies still there, with or without their heads, 


Hour of Howard 


Frolic online with everyone's favorite barbarian in Age of Conan: 
Hyborian Adventures. ву сі\0Ү YANs 


Developer/Publisher Funcom Release Date Late 2005 


in a loincloth. Not a bad picture, mind you, but the Conan character was actually 

drawn from the works of writer Robert E. Howard, who committed suicide in 1934 at 
the age of 30. Funcom game director Gaute Godager is inspired by the author, and believes 
that his company's upcoming game set in the Conan universe will be the ultimate represen- 
tation of his vision. “Let me point out how serious we are about Howard's legacy,’ he says. “1 
have always been a huge fan of Conan and his Hyborian universe, and to direct this game is 
a dream come true” 

Set in 10,000 BC, the game falls chronologically directly after Howard's "The Hour of the 
Dragon,’ during the time when Conan was king of Aquilonia. They found this to be a good 
entry point into the gameworld. There are four playable classes: mage, priest, rogue, and 
warrior, with a branching path of specialization as you gain levels, much like what EverQuest 
ЇЇ has done. During the first five levels, you're classless, апа you play completely alone so 
that when you do emerge into the "public" world, you're more or less a hero in your own 
right, or at least you won't embarrass yourself by screwing up like a complete nOOb. It's an 
interesting orientation idea. 

One of the goals is to make the game a bit less complicated than Anarchy Online, and to 
that end, this game will place a lot of emphasis on combat. Visceral and brutal combat. "It's 
not going to be the manhunt where you revel in the blood in a speculative way,’ says 
Funcom PR director Jorgen Tharaldsen. "There will be no speculation here" There are three 


s or many people, the word Conan brings to mind the picture of Arnold Schwarzenegger 


The 3D engine will support DX9, and will features 
eye-candy steroids like: a trapezoidal shadowmap 
for real-time shadows, per pixel diffuse, specular, 
and environmental lighting system; a localized en- 
vironmental map, and aerial perspective light scat- 
tering simulation... was that in Latin? 


types of combat, “real combat,’ during which 
you swing your weapon where you direct it, 
and which can also take place while you're 
mounted; “formation combat,’ where your 
formation allows you to be in direct control 
of your character, NPC’s, and other players. 
The leader of the formation can decide on 
different formations and the degree of free- 
dom the various players and NPC's can have 
within the formation; and “siege combat” 
where you lay siege to cities with walls, tow- 
ers, and keeps, protecting softer targets like 
houses, inns, and merchants. 

They're planning a sophisticated graphics 
system with layered animation that lets you 
blend many levels of animations on top of 
each other. “Let us say you are wounded,’ 
says Godager. “You still walk and run, but 
possibly with a limp? Perhaps you get drunk 
to drown your sorrows and dull your pain, 
so you walk with a limp, but with an un- 
steady gait. This would perhaps make you 
stumble into a heap of snow? If so you must 
lift your legs, as they sink in—a limping, 
drunken walk in the snow...” 

In any case, they're happy with the way 
the art direction is going. “1 am 100% certain 
that, when we release, this will be the best- 
looking game ever,’ says Tharaldsen. 
"Funcom knows what it takes to make an 
online game.’ And, go figure, it's taking more 
and more as the years fly by. What it's not 
taking are Arnold, James Earl, or Max von. @ 


Huxley 


Webzen builds its empire brick by brick 


Developer/Publisher Webzen Release Date 2006 
It's Like: Auto Assault without autos 

The Buzz: South Korean publisher 
Webzen, Inc. has been quickly expanding 
over the past couple of years, and while it's 
not "flooding" the market with product, its 
contributions and plans are notable. MU 
Online boasts over 56 million players with 
500,000 concurrent users; SUN, has a score 
by Lord of the Rings composer Howard 
Shore, Wiki, with its Zelda propensities, is 
raising a few eyebrows; and APB, being de- 
veloped by David Jones and Real Time 
Worlds, creators of Grand Theft Auto, is also 
generating a lot of buzz. 

Huxley, developed at Webzen's own H- 
Studio, divides humanity into two opposing 
races, Sapiens and Alternative, and brings 
you into a post-apocalyptic world where, as 
so often happens, "mutation" becomes the 
word of the day. Survival of the fittest is the 
plan, as the races attempt to wipe the op- 
posing faction off the planet. FPS gameplay 
dominates this MMO, and includes PvP en- 


[below] Up to 100 players per battleground can en- 
gage in PvP. [right] Even Asian mutants have pointy 
hair. And oh yeah, deavage. 


counters in battlegrounds that hold up to 
100 simultaneous fighters trying to secure 
the area's resources for their side. Extensive 
multiplayer battle modes will be available, 
each with a variety of unique fighting tech- 
niques and special characteristics. 

Persistently updated quests, advanced AI, 
and skill-based player advancement, fun- 
neled through the Unreal 3 engine, make 
this addition to the genre worth a second 
look. And if Webzen has its way, a third and 
a fourth, as it paves a road that is looking 
very similar to the one for which NCSoft 
broke ground some years ago. -CY 


= 
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Gods and Heroes: 
Rome Rising 


Why the Visigoths have an awful lot of Gaul 


Developer/Publisher Perpetual Games Release Date October 2005 


It's Like: Legionnaire-coated Diablo 

The Buzz: With the number of MMOs in the 
works rising high enough to make your 
head spin, the tendency to want to shout, 
“No, пооооо! Please! Not one more... 
пооооооо!” is very prevalent nowadays. For 
anything to incite instant interest, it seems 
necessary for it to be encased in 
the trappings of a fancy license 
(D&D Online, Middle Earth Online, 
etc.), or being in the hands of a 
seasoned and successful devel- 


[left] Amongst the peaks of 
Cisalpine Gaul the outnumbered 
Cyclops nears death at the hands of 
our hero and his minions even as a 
Volta and a Furiae attempt to even 
the odds. [right]The fallen litter 
the encampment as opposing rein- 
forcements look on in formation, 
awaiting orders to attack. 
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oper. And while it may not leap out at a 
glance, those in the know realize that, in the 
case of Gods and Heroes, the latter is true. 
The lead designer of Diablo Il, Stieg Hedlund, 
is in charge of this project, so “seasoned and 
successful" definitely apply. And Hedlund is 
backed up by folks who have had senior- 


level roles on SimCity 3000, Asheron's Call, 
Earth and Beyond, Uru, and many others. 

Set in Rome around 300 BC, the empire is 
still strong but vulnerable. Your job is to ex- 
pand and protect the Republic, her inter- 
ests, and her citizens, and to serve one of 
the twelve great Roman gods. While 
Perpetual wants the gameworld to be real- 
istic, it's not going to go overboard. 

“A lot of this has to do with audience ex- 
pectation,’ says Hedlund. “Most people have 
specific ideas about what Rome is like, and 
we'd rather just let them have fun with that 
instead of being pedantic.’ The game is also 
not strictly constrained by historical time- 
lines. “If we need to bend the timelines or 
other details to include more interesting or 
more fun creatures, situations, or stories, we 
do it/ says Perpetual co-founder and presi- 
dent Chris McKibbin. 


There are a variety of features—at least in 
the MMO space—unique to Gods and 
Heroes, including its brand of squad-based 
combat; mythology, gods and god powers 
that have meaningful impact on gameplay; 
a fully integrated quest system and Epic 
Quest path for every character; Dynamic 
Zones with scripted, single-player game 
mechanics; replayable arenas; and an 
Action Combat animation system. They ex- 
pect the combat system to be second to 
none in its simulation of real-time skill 
based encounters, and are using something 
they're calling the Node-Lock system to en- 
sure the sense of “contact” during battle. 

Unlike the gods in games like EverQuest, 
here the gods are very real and very involved 
in everyday life. There are four groups of 
three gods each that are called Triads. At 
some point, you'll choose a Triad and a spe- 
cific god who'll be able to pump you up with 
all sorts of powers, but they also can demand 
major sacrifices, homage, and proof of valor, 
honor, and commitment as well. You'll need 
to perform quests for them, and you have to 
do their laundry. Also, they bicker amongst 
themselves, and feuding gods may make 
your life miserable. But a God Meter will tell 
you at all times about your standing with 
each of the gods and Triads. 

With some 1,250 quests at launch, it 
looks like the game won't be hurting for 
content any time soon. Not only that, 
they're promising quests with actual con- 
text (rather than "gather me 25 panda 
brains"). Quests come in three flavors: Rome 
Quests are those offered by Senators, 
Officials, Generals, and citizens of Rome. 
God Quests are offered by both allied and 
opposing gods. Finally, all heroes are on a 
game-spanning Epic Quest path that he or 
she is destined to fulfill. 

The variety of features that aren't really 
the norm seem to be what give this title a vi- 
able opportunity in this market. "The game 
is intended to be more than just the sum of 
its features, though,’ says Hedlund. “Our real 
top-level goal is to use those things—and 
many others—to provide a wealth of differ- 
ent gameplay experiences for many differ- 
ent styles of players. One thing that's sure to 
help is that little throwaway experience 
called Diablo Il."Some of the central values | 
brought to Diablo II are the same ones | 
hope to bring to Gods and Heroes: easy-to- 
use but powerful game systems, supporting 
and rewarding different styles of play, and 
accessibility to a wide audience" -CY 


Tactica Online 


When magic and science go cross-genre 


Developer/Publisher Imaginary Numbers Release Date Winter 2005 


It's Like: X-Commedia del'arte 

The Buzz: Although many people have be- 
come a bit weary of the MMO paradigm, 
the basic monster-bashing/leveling games 
continue to mate and multiply like 
Leporidae, with few exceptions. Here's one, 
though. Setting: Renaissance Europe. 
Overriding gameplay mode: tactical com- 
bat. Genre: who knows? Tactica Online takes 
all sorts of favorite elements from a number 
of past games, and pieces them together in 
a way that developer Imaginary Numbers 
hopes will work. Think X-COM, think Guild 
Wars, think Silent Storm, think The Da Vinci 
Code, think Magic the Gathering. Think 
they're nuts? Think again. 

This is a tactical, turn-based, squad- 
based, RPG with all of the implications you 
might imagine in such a mix. The storyline 
features secret societies and the struggle 
between magic and science during the time 
of Leonardo da Vinci—way before Dan 
Brown assembled the “facts” Combat takes 
place either in missions or through tourna- 
ments and campaigns that will affect the 
central storyline. During each mission, you 
and your squad, and the other players and 
their squads, enter an instanced zone for 
battle. You develop your team’s skills and 
abilities as time goes on, and refining its ca- 


pabilities is a very important element of 
Tactica Online, similar to designing a deck in 
a collectible card game—or assembling 
your pre-combat skill-set in Guild Wars. 

Randomly generated maps will scale to 
the number of players, with terrain-specific 
challenges, and the turn-based combat will 
be similar to that in X-COM, and will include a 
wide variety of combat styles such as familiar 
melee swordplay, ranged combat with 
firearms, and of course, spellcasting. You may 
even see prototype tanks and flying ma- 
chines based on some of da Vinci's sketches, 
and there are also plans for siege combat. 

The tactical combat element will meld 
closely with the RPG elements, as you'll be 
able to collect all the phat lewt RPG-ers are 
so enamored of, and in a nod to a number 
of other MMOs, there'll be an auction 
house, tradeskills, and epic items. And tour- 
nament play will result in rewards of a tech- 
nical or mystical nature. 

An "imaginary number" is a multiple of a 
quantity called “i” which is defined by the 
property that / squared equals -1. Perhaps 
the people who have a tough time grasp- 
ing that concept will have an equally 
tough time grasping Tactica Online. But 
Imaginary Numbers "gets it/ and hopes 
you will too. -CY 
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MODS&ENDS 


out of the box 


by Brett Todd 


Ka-Pow! Zowie! 
Blammo! 


NCsoft knocks out Marvel in court, 
but the copyright wars go on 


Judge R. Gary Klausner dismissed Marvel Comics’ at- 

tempt to shut down City of Heroes. In his March 9 rul- 
ing, Klausner hammered the former House of Ideas for sub- 
mitting improper examples of how the NCsoft MMO was 
being used to illegally copy Marvel icons like Spider-Man 
and Wolverine. Marvel litigators 
had been apparently creating 
these doppelgangers, not City of 
Heroes players. So every aspect of 
the copyright infringement law- 
suit was tossed without leave to 
amend, which leaves Marvel with 
no room to appeal or re-file. 

Could this have ended any 
worse for Marvel? The publisher 
that Stan Lee built has fallen into 
ruin, bankrupt of both ideas and 
inspiration. Although it enjoyed a 
resurgence in popularity a few 
years back thanks to the box-of- 
fice hullabaloo surrounding the X- 
Men and Spider-Man flicks, the 
company has fallen back to earth. 
Hard. The latest Marvel movies 
have been critical and commercial disasters. Elektra was so 
bad that all | could think about at the theater was that scene 
in A Clockwork Orange where they prop open Alex’s eyes to 
show him hours of atrocities. And envying him. 

Comic sales have flatlined. After a minor boost thanks to 
the Ultimate universe, which re-imagined traditional he- 
roes, the numbers have dropped back to where they were 
in the grim late 1990s. Top books like The Amazing Spider- 
Man now sell well under a hundred thousand copies a 
month. Established Marvel stars like the Hulk and Daredevil 
move around 25,000 copies of each issue, and a true leg- 
end of the Silver Age like Thor has seen his popularity 
plunge so precipitously that his book has been canceled. 
This is a long way down from the late 1980s and early 
1990s, when top Marvel franchises moved hundreds of 
thousands of books each month. 


dd F alse and sham” With those words, U.S. District Court 
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“Elektra was so bad that all I 
could think about at the 
theater was that scene in 

A Clockwork Orange...” 


But what can you expect when most of your star super- 
heroes were introduced when John F. Kennedy was in the 
White House? Marvel has been stagnating since Stan Lee 
left the editorial department in the early 1970s. Wolverine is 
the most recent bona fide star to make his debut, and that 
was in 1974. It's been over 20 years since the Marvel 
Universe welcomed a solid B-grade hero, and it’s not like 
characters such as She-Hulk, Dazzler, Kitty Pryde, and their 
compatriots from the classes of 1976 through 1980 have 
ever been able to carry books of their own. 

Yet even as a longtime Marvel fan, | don't feel any pity. 
The City of Heroes lawsuit was a transparent, desperate at- 
tempt to crush the only competition to Marvel's plan of es- 
tablishing a massively multiplayer superhero game of its 
own. And it was also a direct shot at modding, an attempt 
to classify almost any expression of free speech in a home- 
brewed character, skin, or level as copyright infringement. 
If the suit had been successful, even partially, it would have 
opened the door to attacks on everything from kids mak- 
ing Fantastic Four skins in their basements to some guy 
naming his bearded human wizard in World of WarCraft 
after Gandalf. 

Unfortunately, the dismissal of 
this lawsuit doesn’t mean that 
Marvel will change its schoolyard 
bully attitude, and stop trying to 
muscle modders out of making 
Spider-Man skins for Irrational 
Games’ Freedom Force. NCsoft 
won this case because the gazil- 
lions of dollars that it banked off 
the inexplicable South Korean 
obsession with Lineage gave it 
the legal clout to take on Marvel 
in court. High-priced attorneys 
aren't an option for the average 
modder, though, who can only 
respond to a cease-and-desist let- 
ter by stopping work and shut- 
ting down a website. 

Going into court isn't even an option for the average- 
sized game developer or publisher. Can anyone imagine an 
independent small fry such as Irrational surviving a legal on- 
slaught from the likes of Marvel? While playing Freedom 
Force vs. The Third Reich this past month, | occasionally won- 
dered how this game must look through Marvel's lawsuit 
goggles. There are only so many superhero powers and ori- 
gins to go around, after all, and it wouldn't be difficult to 
compile a list of Freedom Force members who resemble 
classic Marvel characters. Then | started to wonder how 
characters in fantasy MMO universes must look like to the 
overseers of the Tolkien estate, or even the Wizards of the 
Coast people who control Dungeons & Dragons. 

So, smoke 'em while you got 'em, game fans. Even though 
Marvel has lost this battle, the copyright fight goes on, and 
nobody can say who will win the war. B 


Lo, There Shall Come... Tools! 


Continue fighting for truth, justice, 

and the American way with the 

beta mod tools for Freedom Force vs. 

The Third Reich. Irrational Games has 

released a game editing suite featur- 

ing Character Tool 2, billed as "a 

complete solution" for manipulating 

hero stats, meshes, animations, and 

skins, and the art and mod tools 

needed to write mission scripts and 

make new art content. Instructions on 

how to use the tools are available at 

Irrational's ModForce web page, part of the company's official 
FreedomFans site. (As an aside, a patch fixing the incompatibili- 
ties between Windows XP SP 2 and the original Freedom Force 
can be found at the same site.) freedomfans.com 


Back to the Bug Hunt 


After more than a year of development, Unknown Worlds 
Entertainment has released the eagerly anticipated version 3.0 
of Natural Selection. And the biggest cult hit in modding this 
side of Day of Defeat has never looked or played better, thanks to 
additions that improve this already brilliant combination of first- 
person shooting and real-time strategizing, Headlining this re- 
lease version is the new Combat mode of play, which focuses on 
quick, fast-paced firefights between the Marine and Alien teams 
and features six new maps. Regular Natural Selection has been 
enhanced as well, with over 150 new textures, a revamped man- 
ual, a new chat system, an improved spectator mode, three new 
maps, and rule tweaks such as the Alien ability to regenerate 
health. unknownworlds.com/ns/view?action-gameinfo 


Day Late and a Gold Piece Short? 


Maybe. But the rabid collection of Garrett fans on the web are 
still thrilled that Eidos and lon Storm have finally gotten their 
acts together and released an editor for Thief: Deadly Shadows. 
Okay, so it would have been better for all concerned if the editor 


(which weighs in at a hefty 320MB) had been released nine 
months ago when the game was still fresh in everyone's mind. 
But taffers can't be choosers. At any rate, the editor is apparently 
easy to use, thanks to tutorials and the use of standard Unreal 
Tournament 2004 editing conventions. It seems to have been 
very well received, too, judging by forum traffic at leading Thief 
websites like Through the Looking Glass and The Circle of Stone 
and Shadow. Still, it's going to take some time to get the Deadly 
Shadows mod community up and running— going on two 
months after the release of the editor, not a single fan mission 
had been released for the latest Thief epic. 
keepofmetalandgold.com/tdseditor dl.htm 


Lupine Online 

The Wolf is back! Just B 

a month after the PC 

version of World 

Soccer: Winning. 

Eleven 8 International 

hit stores to the de- 

light of footie fans 

everywhere, the pre- 

miere soccer roster 

modder released a 

new version of his 

Evolution Patch for 2005. The 750MB file replaces all of the 
game's fictional players, clubs, and stadiums with the real deals, 
and tosses in authentic kits, designer balls, stadiums, shoes, ad 
boards, menu backgrounds, and a new theme song (025 “A 
Beautiful Day,’ so don't tell Bono). fileplanet.com 


Hit the Ball and Touch ‘Em All 

As the best arcade baseball game to hit the PC since High Heat 
Major League Baseball 2001, MVP Baseball 2005 doesn't need a 
whole lot of modifications. But where's the fun in that? Ripping 
apart rosters and correcting player stats and ratings are some of 
the biggest joys in sports gaming, so even if changes aren't re- 
quired, they're still necessary. Or something like that. Anyhow, 
MVPmods hosts a clearing-house of mod tools and mods for 
MVP Baseball 2005. As of Opening Day, the site included color-re- 
stored versions of classic stadiums like Shibe Park and Forbes 
Field (rendered with sepia-tone overlays in the original game), 
fantasy stadiums, 

rosters that reflect 

Spring Training 

moves like the re- 

tirement of Roberto 

Alomar, and even 

cyberfaces for the 

once again miss- 

ing-in-action Barry 

"Anabolic" Bonds. 

mvpmods.com 
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ALT.GAMES 


Indie City 


By Gregory Micek 


Who Are 
These People? 


Taking on the stereotype of the independent developer 


developers are a bunch of kids pounding away on key- 

boards in their parents’ basement, churning out an end- 
less stream of knockoff games. In an effort to debunk this 
particular stereotype, DIY Games joined forces with author 
David Michael (joeindie.com) to put together one of the first 
surveys of independent game developers ever conducted. 

While the survey was certainly not meant to be scientific, 

certain measures were taken to help ensure the integrity of 


T here's a commonly held belief that independent game 


“Two months and 
hundreds of 
e-mails later, a 
clearer picture 

of Joe Indie 
developer appears." 


the results. Developers could only take the 100-- question 
survey on an invite-only basis to help avoid crank submis- 
sions. Only those developers working on commercial prod- 
ucts were asked to take part, so the freeware community 
was excluded. Finally, to help facilitate honest answers on 
some of the more sensitive questions, developers were 
given the option to participate on an anonymous basis once 
invited. Now, two months and hundreds of e-mails later, a 
clearer picture of Joe Indie developer appears. 

As you might expect, the vast majority of indie game de- 
velopers are male (9396) Caucasians (7496), who are approxi- 
mately 30 years old. It's likely that the percentage of 
Caucasians is higher than the 7496 indicated, but 1896 of re- 
spondents declined to answer that question. Just over half 
of all the indies surveyed currently reside in North America 
(5496), while a sizeable portion call Western Europe home 
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(2396). Eastern Europe houses 1696 of the indies surveyed, 
while the Pacific rim countries, including Australia, contain 
only 796. Due to the fact that this was the first survey con- 
ducted, it's impossible to tell with any degree of certainty 
what countries are becoming hotbeds of indie game devel- 
opment. But both Russia and Poland had a disproportion- 
ately higher number of indie developers than most other 
countries. Future editions of the survey will reveal whether 
the indie developer population is growing in these coun- 
tries, or just higher than you might expect. 

While a majority of indie developers have never worked 
in the big name game industry, 3696 did at some point, and 
for an average length of 4.6 years. In addition to individuals 
that worked in the mainstream game industry previously, 
996 said they currently have game industry jobs, which 
means that almost half of those surveyed have been pro- 
fessional game developers at some point in their careers. 
Another 3696 stated that their primary source of income 
comes from their indie game development efforts. Former 
and current industry professionals described their overall 
satisfaction working in the game industry as being a 2.8 on 
a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being very unhappy, and 5 being 
very happy. Using the same 1 to 5 scale respondents de- 
scribed their overall satisfaction with being indie develop- 
ers a much happier 4.2. 

Cutting down to the nitty gritty of things, we find that 
the average independent developer grossed anywhere 
from $37,000 to $95,000 in 2004. If we take the highest 
earners out of the equation—those who grossed $500,000 
or more—the average gross income drops to anywhere 
from $16,000 to $54,000. It should be noted that these fig- 
ures represent individual developer gross income, not 
company income. A company like Reflexive, which has a 
large number of employees, most likely made much more 
than the figures being presented here, but that's some- 
thing for a future survey. 

Looking at sales figures we can see where things have 
either a silver lining or a dark cloud depending on one's 
approach. Of all the products surveyed, the average game 
has sold 7000-9000 copies since its release. Several titles 
have worked their way into the 50,000 units sold range, al- 
though a significant number of games have sold in the 500 
copy range. Selling over 50,000 copies may sound promis- 
ing, but sales figures that high were certainly the excep- 
tion. The actual income from each title in question was dif- 
ficult for even the respondents to determine due to a 
complex network of affiliate, reseller, and non-exclusive 
publisher sales channels. The fact that the average devel- 
oper has released 4 games since striking out on their own 
illustrates the fact that selling games even on the low-end 
of the sales spectrum could still lead to a profitable future, 
provided the average 15-month development cycle re- 
ported can be kept under control. W 


By now you've undoubtedly read 
about the winners at the 2005 
Independent Games Festival, and it’s 
quite a list of impressive titles. But 
what about the lesers... non-winners? 
This years IGF represented some of the 
best games the competition has ever 
seen, but not everyone can be a win- 
ner, so here are a few more titles that 
made the final round that deserve a 
little love. 


Creatrix 


Ultrafish Games ultrafish.com 

One of the more difficult games to grasp 
at this year's contest was also one of the 
most enjoyable, you just have to have a 
little patience. Described by one reviewer 
as a mix between Tetris and BattleBots, 
Creatrix is a free head-to-head 
action/strategy game that will chew you 
up and spit you out your first few times in. 
Using a series of parts, including tires, 
rockets, and drills, you'll need to create 
various contraptions and have them reach 
your opponents side. Once there, a block- 
age will be inserted onto their board, thus 
limiting their ability to create new con- 
traptions. While it sounds simple, Creatrix 
has a higher learning curve than most 
games in the final round of the IGF, but it's 
also one of the most entertaining to play 
with a friend. 


Lux 


Sillysoft Games sillysoft.com 
Given that the IGF is around to recognize 
innovation in game development, it may 
seem unusual to have a game who's de- 
veloper describes it as a Risk clone. On the 
surface its easy to see the similarities be- 
tween Lux and Risk, but once you begin 
playing Lux, you'll be using your Risk units 
as nothing more than booby traps against 
your barefooted roommate. One of the 
strongest things Lux has going for it is its 
strong user community. The game already 
has a couple hundred maps available for 
it, ranging from intricate European boards 
to off-the-wall pieces of artistic expres- 
sion. Once you begin playing online, the 
Sillysoft website feature a full player track- 
ing system, complete with medals recog- 
nizing various achievements. 


[top to bottom] It ain't pretty, but the gameplay 
makes up for it; There are countless user-created 
maps and scenarios to choose from; In space no one 
can hear your cards shuffle; Movin' out! 


Star Chamber 


Nayantara Studios starchamber.net 

Even prior to the IGF, Star Chamber was 
getting a lot of press, as well it should. The 
computerized trading card game not only 
features surprisingly well-balanced units 
(there's a ton), but a solid interface that 
seems to melt away as you concentrate on 
your strategy. Purchasing and collecting 
decks of cards to play on the planet-littered 
game board isn't for everyone, neither is 
taking park in cut-throat tournaments, but 
for those of us who thrive on that kind of 
thing you really can't ask for a better game. 


Supremacy: 
Four Paths To Power 


Black Hammer Game supremacygame.com 
In a year of big games at the IGF, 
Supremacy is one of the biggest and most 
impressive, which makes its snubbing that 
much more of a surprise. Turn-based strat- 
egy games may be on their deathbed in 
the mainstream gaming world, but 
Supremacy is a perfect example of indie 
developers grabbing hold of a niche and 
excelling. Whether you're directing your 


а THE GALAXY 
Li 


commander in interstellar combat with 
capital ships or down in the mud with 
ground troops conquering yet another 
planet, it has what fans of the genre are 
yearning for. While the graphics range 
from poor to great, last time anyone 
checked people didn't play turn-based 
games for the wizz-bang factor. 
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CONSOLES 


Gettin 


The state of handheld gaming in 2005: 


g it to Go 


The PSP takes it to a new level, but the N-Gage and 05 have their own solid titles. sy tom chick 


hen the Nokia N-Gage was re- 

leased in October of 2003, it was a 

big joke. You had to take out the 

battery to swap games. To use its 
phone capabilities, you had to hold it at an 
angle to your face, as if you had a Frisbee 
embedded in your skull or you were talk- 
ing to a taco. (It did inspire the sidetalk- 
ing.com website, though.) It’ supposed 
“killer app" was a Lara Croft game. It was 
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the perfect storm of dorkiness and bad de- 
sign, an opportunity for geeks to pig out 
on the schadenfreude of a fumbled high- 
profile launch. Besides, everyone knew 
handheld gaming would be the Nintendo 
Gameboy forevermore. 

A lot has happened since then, including 
an overhaul of the N-Gage into the N-Gage 
OD. Although it's still surrounded by the 
stink of failure, you don't look stupid using 


it as a phone, and you can swap games 
with no fuss. It's not a bad system so much 
asan ill-conceived one, compromised by its 
convergence with an overambitious cell 
phone. But it's got a strong library of games 
tailor-made to deal with its limitations, as 
well as a few misguided ones like Call of 
Duty and Splinter Cell: Chaos Theory that 
seem to think this is a passable platform for 
first-person action. 


Sexy Monkey 

But it’s really Sony’s fault. After the modest 
capabilities of the Gameboy, the N-Gage 
was fine. Even the Nintendo DS kept the bar 
fairly low for handheld gaming. It didn't 
have to look great, just adequate. But then 
Sony's PSP came along and screwed it up. 
for everyone else with amazing visuals un- 
precedented on anything smaller than a 
computer monitor. 

Furthermore, Sony marketed it as some- 
thing hip and mainstream. It remains to be 
seen whether this will take, particularly 
given the steep $250 price of admission 
(sales weren't particularly dazzling in its 
North American launch week). But there's 
no denying that the PSP has catapulted ex- 
pectation management far beyond the ca- 
pabilities of the competition. From the sleek 
black lines of its design, to the MP3 and 
video playback functionality, to the robust 
hardware, it makes going back to the other 


systems like taking the 3D accelerator out 
of your computer. This is the 800-pound go- 
rilla of handheld gaming, only it's a really 
Sexy gorilla. 

Consider how each of the handhelds is 
built around a screen. The Nintendo DS 
squanders its real estate by splitting the 
screen in two halves, one of which is used 
as a touchpad. When a DS game tries to 
straddle both windows, your eyes don't 
want any part of it; in the vertical puzzle 
game Mr. Driller, half of the screen space is 


Nintendo DS 


wasted. At the other end of the spectrum is 
the sense of myopia you get with the N- 
Саде tiny screen, which, to be fair, isn't re- 
ally the size of a postage stamp. It is actually 
the size of two postage stamps, with a 
smidge of extra width on either end. 

But the PSP is a broad but comfortable 
slab of a machine that's almost all battery- 
sucking screen (and has the short battery 
life to prove it). When your fingers are on 
the buttons, pretty much the only thing vis- 
ible is whatever you're playing. On the other 
systems, you feel like you're looking into a 
window; on the PSP, you feel like you're 
falling into the game. 


Handle With Care, and a Chamois 
The drawback is that the PSP really doesn't 
feel like something you want to casually 
tote around, plus it attracts fingerprints and 
greasy smears. The N-Gage easily slides into 


a pocket (beware the inadvertent "butt call- 
ing" if you use it as a cell phone) and the DS 
claps shut into a brick-sized box that's curi- 
ously flimsy for its size. But the PSP feels like 
something expensive and delicate, proba- 
bly because it is. It comes with a neoprene 
sock, but a minor cottage industry has al- 
ready sprung up for protective cases for 
your PSP. 

The main selling point for the DS—aside 
from Nintendo's younger-skewing proper- 
ties like Mario, Pokemon, and Metroid—is its 
touchpad, which so far hasn't proved its 
worth. There are some unique puzzlers and 
a weird Pac-Man drawing game, but the 
whole thing feels like a gimmick that 
games are being built to support rather 
than a gimmick built to support games. In 
driving games like Ridge Racer, trying to 
steer with the touchpad is like trying to bal- 
ance a dinner plate on a tennis ball. The 
PSP's analog nub is partly why it's the vastly 
superior handheld for driving games. We'll 
see how the systems fare with bona fide 
first-person shooters when Metroid Prime: 
Hunters for the DS and Coded Arms for the 
PSP are released. 


Nokia N-Gage 


Mano-a-mano 

Finally, there's the issue of multiplayer sup- 
port. The N-Gage has a built-in advantage 
with its cell phone and Internet functional- 
ity, but it's lacking the sort of games you 
want to play multiplayer. It also lacks a 
player base for live connections. Nokia's 
most promising multiplayer title is Pocket 
Kingdoms, which claims to be an MMO. But 
it's strangely non-interactive and there 
doesn't seem to be anyone playing, so you 


"But then Sony's PSP came along and screwed it up for 
everyone else with amazing visuals unprecedented on 
anything smaller than a computer monitor. “ 


just get a tedious exercise in plodding 
through menus to craft stuff. 

The PSP's Internet support hasn't been 
much better. Twisted Metal: Head On can 
connect to other PSPs via the Internet if 
you're near a wireless router but at launch 
time, it was difficult to find a working game; 
even then, it was almost impossible to stay 
connected for longer than five minutes. But 
all three systems are much better suited to 
live multiplayer games, using built-in wire- 
less connections. 

Of course, what it all comes down to is 
the games. In the end, the hardware is just a 
delivery system that fades into the back- 
ground when you find a game you like. 

So following are the top five games for 
each system, as well as the five most 
wanted upcoming games. 
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This little Bejeweled 
clone is actually 
better than any 
handheld 
Bejeweled, thanks 
to a) the way you 
can use the touch- 
pad to mimic the 
way you'd play it 
with a mouse, and 
b) the animal 
iconography, which is much more satisfying 
to arrange than a line of colored stones. 


It's the oldest 
story in the 
world: Boy 
meets girl. Boy 
vomits up gold- 
fish. Boy enlists 
society of peo- 
ple in rabbit 
ears to help him 
woo girl. Boy 
defends girl 
from a hundred 
rampaging 
bulls. Boy rubs 
dirt off girl. And that's just the first chapter. 
Like WarioWare Touched, this series of puz- 
zles is a short, weird trifle perfectly suited to 
the DS touchpad. But it's mercifully free of 
WarioWare's wacky Japanese cartoon vibe 
and its interminable unskippable animated 
interludes. Feel the Magic is less gaudy, more 
suggestive, and not quite as embarrassing 
to be caught playing. 
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Nintendo DS 


Price $150 

Size 6" x 3 1/4" (unfolds to 6" x 6") 

Screen size 2 1/2" x 1 3/4", but times two 
Battery Life 10 hours or so 

Number of games Hundreds (it's backwards com- 
patible with the GBA) 

Percentage that are Good Precious few 

Frailty factor Feels cheap, but it's pretty durable 
Coolness Totally dorky 

Comfort Ugh 

Convenience Quick boot-up time 

Added value It plays all your Gameboy games 


It says a lot about the 
current lineup of DS 
titles that a demo is 
better than most of 
the full games cur- 
rently available. 
Here's where the DS's 
touchpad really 
comes into its own, 
letting you move and 
shoot in an uncanny 
reproduction of the mouse and keyboard 
controls we've come to expect in a first-per- 
son shooter. The demo even has wireless 
multiplayer support. 


Nevermind the 
ill-conceived 
touchpad sup- 
port. Just stick 
your stylus back 
in your DS (you'll 
get to whip it out 
for the unlock- 
able minigames) 
and resign your- 
self to using the 
direction buttons, 
because this 
adaptation of the Nintendo 64's Super Mario 
is a grand old platformer once you stop try- 
ing to go analog. It's goofy, vast, bright, and 
of historical interest, since it marked the 
transition from 2D to 3D platformers. 


The latest Sims- 
lite translation 
for handhelds 
puts you in con- 
trol of a slacker 
kid in the city 
trying to get 
along with 
cliques like the 
Artsies and the 
Nerdies. Don't be 
too put off by 
the half-hearted 
street vibe; this is really just a streamlined 
version of The Sims, interspersed with 
minigames, entertaining dialogues, and 
Sims stand-bys like peeing and shopping 
for stuff. 


Games You Need 


Tactical X-COM-style games for a handheld 
system should be a no-brainer, but Pathway 
to Glory is pretty much the only one there 
is. Fortunately, this squad combat game is 
surprisingly deep and flexible, following 
your soldiers though a series of battles in 
WWII. There’s opportunity fire, line of sight, 
inventory management, and even charac- 
ter advancement. This is one of the best- 
kept secrets of strategy gaming since 
Advance Wars. 


To really get into 
this slow, clunky, 
and homely RPG, 
you have to think 
of it as a hand- 
held Ultima 
Underworld. But 
once you power 
through about 
ten minutes of 
rat killing in the city, you'll break into a huge 
free-form world and realize that you're in a 
bona fide Elder Scrolls game. It's ironic that 
one of the most in-depth non-linear RPGs 
has been folded into Nokia's modest hand- 
held system. 


Nokia N-Gage QD 


Price $99 

Size 4 1/2" x 2 1/2" 

Screen size 1 1/2" x 1 2/3" 

Battery Life Just plug it in every few nights 
Number of games About 40 

Percentage that are good Maybe half, assuming 
you're not into graphics 

Frailty factor Solid and compact, but prone to 
accidental dialing 

Coolness Some geek chic 

Comfort Horribly cramped buttons that are bad 
for gaming, dialing, and text entry 
Convenience Easily swap between gaming and 
cell phoning 

Added value It's a cell phone, but not a very 
graceful one 


The action gets 
messy when you 
cram four mu- 
tants onscreen 
at once, but this 
port is largely 
faithful to 
Raven's out- 
standing super- 
hero variation 
on the Diablo 
theme. The limited viewing distance is par- 
ticularly painful now that the third-person 
action has been shoehorned onto the N- 


Саде tiny screen. But otherwise, this suc- 
cessful adaptation is another feather in 
Nokia's cap. 


Nokia has been 
emphasizing 
deeper and more 
complex games to 
distinguish them- 
selves from the 
rinky-dink cell 
phone game indus- 
try, but there's no 
denying that simple addictive puzzle games 
like this are an important part of any hand- 
held's lineup. This TRON cycle adaptation 
has been done a million times before, but 
never with this emphasis on being a com- 
pelling and flashy single-player game. 


10 
md 


If a racing game is going to be this godaw- 
ful ugly, it better handle well. Which it does. 
The detailed car customization and damage 
model that are trademarks of Codemaster's 
hardcore rally racing are all here. This is also 
one of the few instances of convenient and 
accessible multiplayer on the N-Gage; you 
can go online and challenge other players’ 
times to build up league points. 
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Games You Need 


It's hard to recommend a handheld game 
without the caveat that it's good “for a 
handheld game.’ Wipeout Pure needs no 
such disclaimer. This is a fantastic racing 
game by any standard, for any platform. But 
it beautifully showcases the PSP's technical 
prowess with sharp graphics, slick aesthet- 
ics, sublime sound and music, a robust up- 
date to the series’ trademark gameplay, and 
the promise of downloadable content. If 
only Sony had smoothed out the awkward 
data management—you have to plow 
through a hundred and one screens to fi- 
nally get into a race—this transcendent 
game would have been immaculate. 


The best puzzle 
games are as de- 
ceptively superfi- 
cial as Lumines, 
which is snugly 
built to run on 
the PSP, from the dimensions of the screen 
to the splashy visuals to the mellow music 
and sound effects. But unlike Tetris or Zoo 
Keeper, where you're at the mercy of how- 
ever the chips/blocks/animals may fall, 
there's a sense in Lumines that you make 
your own destiny. It's a brilliant mix of sim- 
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Sony PSP 


Price $250 

Size 6 1/2" x 2 3/4" 

Screen size 3 3/4" x 2 1/3" 

Battery Life Only about five hours 

Number of games A couple dozen 
Percentage that are good About three quarters 
Frailty factor You'll be nervous when you let 
someone else use it 

Coolness Awesomely 

Comfort Superb 

Convenience Horrible loading times will dis- 
suade non-committal gaming sessions 

Added value Not a great MP3 player, and the 
coolness of being able to show video wears off 


plicity and complexity that belongs in the 
Insidious Timewasters Hall of Fame. 


The Tony Hawk 
games have been 
spine transferring to 
handhelds for quite 
some time now, but 
finally it's got the 
hardware to deliver 
character animation 
that makes the tricks so gratifying. The PSP. 
brings you the scads of content the 
Underground series has offered without 


compromising the visuals. And dinking 
around in the free-form levels is perfect for 
short handheld play sessions. 


As far as col- 
lectible card 
games go, this 
one is a damn 
sight better than 
those stupid Yu Gi Oh! games. It's also a de- 
cent tactical combat game, in which you 
have a hand of cards that serve as your in- 
ventory and action points. There are plenty 
of nods to Metal Gear fans, including a sto- 
ryline that keeps muscling its way into the 
foreground, but there's enough tactical 
strategy to keep everyone else engaged. 


POCKET. BRRRGE: 


The graphics are a bit soupy and the frame 
rate isn't always smooth, which is pretty dis- 
appointing considering Namcos crisp fluid 
Ridge Racer. But Namco's beautifully dull ar- 
cade racer is positively sleepy next to this 
raucous carPG. From the infuriating drift 
challenges and hi-octane nitrous races, to 
the oddly laid back drag races that free you 
from the burden of steering, this handheld 
racer is packed with a variety of ways to 
hurtle along at the edge of control. 


revisionist history 


by Tom Chick 


Requiem for a 
Gameboy 


As handhelds get more powerful, Nintendo's finest will 
always be the best 


follow you wherever you go. You can no longer escape 

simply by being away from a television or a monitor. 
They will secrete themselves into your book bag or your 
jacket pocket. If you're not bringing a book bag or it's too 
warm for a jacket, they'll simply ride in your back pocket. 
With Gameboys, this was tempered a bit by the lack of a 
backlit screen, which made it only as portable as the nearest 
really bright light. 

| developed a strong attachment to my Gameboy 
Advance after | found something on the Internet called an 
Afterburner kit. | ordered it and installed it myself, voiding 
the warranty which had already expired anyway. | carefully 
opened the GBA, pried its components apart, and soldered 
in some wires and a diode. The most delicate step was 
smoothing a sheet of plastic across the back of the screen 
without getting any dust trapped in there. That didn't go so 
well. The result was a prominent speck in the lower left cor- 
ner and a sort of wrinkle in the top center. But | didn't mind. 
You get a lot closer to something, foibles and all, once 
you've prodded its guts with a hot metal stick. 

I'm still not sure how the Afterburner worked, because 
the procedure didn't involve anything resembling a bulb. 
But once I'd finished, the screen came alive with light, as 
bright and colorful as an Atari Lynx. | really could play any- 
where. And suddenly the Gameboy cut into my reading 
habit. | used to spend an hour or so with a book when I 
went to bed. | had tried playing the GBA pre-Afterburner, 
but lying on my stomach holding it at the right angle under 
the bedside lamp was a torturous proposition. But post- 
Afterburner, | could play comfortably, anywhere, any time. I 
read less. | probably got dumber. 

Eventually, a row of pixels gave out and | had a straight 
line cutting horizontally across every game. | don't know if 
this was old age or a direct result of me poking around in- 
side the GBA where | didn't belong. | didn't really mind that 
line, | suppose, but now my GBA was marked. Defaced. 
Defective. It would command a much lower bid on eBay if it 
ever found its way there. 


T he curse and blessing of portability is that games can 


What eventually killed that Gameboy Advance was the 
Gameboy Advance SP. It wasn't the SP's clamshell design, 
which neatly snapped it shut into a tight small shape like 
those mysterious things women carry in their purses. 
Instead, it was the fact that it was rechargeable and didn't 
need batteries. With the GBA, | had to pay to play, putting 
batteries into it the same way | put gas into a car. | had to 
keep the junk drawer in the kitchen stocked with a bubble 
pack of AAs. But with an SP, you just plug it in from time to 
time, freeing up your batteries for things like TV remotes 
and desktop clocks. 

| eventually gave the GBA to my Little Brother for his 
eleventh birthday, partly because I'd rather have him play- 
ing it than some random dude who bought it from me on 
eBay. He feigned gratitude pretty well, but he'd already 
seen the new SP. He knew he was getting a hand-me-down 
with a line cutting through the middle of the screen. | 
threw in a bunch of games because | felt bad giving him 
damaged goods. 

And now we're moving into a new era with a new gener- 
ation of handheld systems. These upstarts are no longer 
content with being small, modest, and discrete. They're try- 


"You get a lot closer 
to something once 
you've prodded its 
guts with a hot 
metal stick." 


ing to bust loudly into the mainstream, portraying them- 
selves as sexy, hip, adult-ish. Development for the 
Gameboy will wind down as the last releases trickle out 
over the rest of this year. It is the death of the last dedi- 
cated 2D gaming platform. 

The question we'll routinely ask in this column is how well 
something holds up today, and it's really a no-brainer with 
the Gameboy as a whole. The system has come so far, back- 
wards compatible through three iterations, accumulating a 
massive library of mainly mediocre titles, but peppered with 
absolutely timeless classics. 

And the good news is that these will find their way 
through used gaming channels more readily now that the 
sexy new generation is getting all the attention. | don't 
doubt that once my Little Brother saves up enough for a DS 
or PSP, my old Afterburnered GBA will go by the wayside, 
probably sold on eBay. So if you come across a well-used 
GBA with a line through the middle of the screen, give it a 
good home for me. ii 
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[above] In God of War it don't mean a thing if you ain't got that swing; 
[below] Behold, Devil May Cry brings you the power of gaudy colored lighting 
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The battle royale between battles royale God of War and Devil May Cry 3 


BY TOM CHICK 
God of War 
Sony/PS2/Mature котон сносе 


Devil May Cry 3: Dante’s Awakening 
Capcom/PS2/Mature 


ou're a complete badass. With an easy 

twirl, you swing a sword and slice 

through a few zombies. You handily 
dismember, decapitate, and vivisect mon- 
sters by the dozen. Maybe you whip out a 
pair of enchanted pistols or sling forward 
blades wrapped to your wrists by chains. 
You might mix it up by shooting lightning 
or turning into a demon. And you barely 
have to lift a finger, because it's mainly in 
the thumbs. 

In this pair of hack n' slash action extrava- 

ganzas, simple button presses translate into 


some of the fanciest choreography this side 
of Baryshnikov and Wo Ping. But where God 
of War is a spectacular exercise in cinematic 
excess, accessible gameplay, and bleeding- 
edge technology, Capcom's Devil May Cry 3: 
Dante's Awakening is an old-school throw- 
back to the days before normal people 
played games. 

Devil May Cry 3 is as ridiculous and en- 
trenched as its name. This anime-inspired 
combat series plods through its third install- 
ment with another inscrutable plot consist- 
ing of cutscenes interrupted by fighting. 
Everything the main character does is cool, 


accompanied by a foleyed swish and af- 
fected with stylized edits and angles. It 
never met a quick cut it didn't like. 

Like Ninja Gaiden, another game inca- 
pable of differentiating challenge from frus- 
tration, Devil May Cry 3 is not there for you to 
just pick it up. It throws up walls early, often, 
and far from save points. You have to learn 
combos and timing, particularly the latter. 
You have to die a dozen times to figure out 
the trick to beating the bosses. You have to 
accept setbacks and frustration and replay- 
ing through the same area over and over. 
You have to practice before you can play. 

There's certainly an audience for this sort 
of thing, but they tend to the be the sort of 
people who keep playing because they al- 
ready blew their allowance on this game 


and won't be able to get another one until 
next month. But unlike other twitch games 
that reward practice—the Tony Hawks and 
Soul Caliburs, for instance—this one doesn't 
hold much appeal for those who enjoy grat- 
ification maybe not instantly, but at least 
timely. The graphics are a bit dated, the art- 
work is randomly weird, the upgrade sys- 
tem lurches forward in small increments 
rather than significant changes, and there's 
not much variety in what you're doing. 
Level ten is like level one, but harder. 

This is all in marked contrast to Sony's 
God of War, a tour de force from a team led 


cgonline.com 87 


МІ Sy REVIEWS 


Oh, the places you'll go in God of War 


by David Jaffe. Jaffe's last game, Twisted 
Metal: Black, had a dopey grimness layered 
over its serviceable car combat. There were 
fallen preachers, serial killers, abuse victims, 
and asylum inmates. Whatever. We just 
wanted to drive, Jaffe. 

But now Jaffe has neatly paired his “ooh- 
look-how-brutal!” sensibility with the kind 
of fantasy they don't make any more. It is 
unabashed pre-politician Schwarzeneggar, 
from a time when the "hero" part of “action 
hero" didn't preclude gore, dead bystanders, 
and topless women. It's a welcome return to 
the morally bankrupt, musclebound, R- 
rated swords-and-sorcery that would have 
scandalized Oxford ninnies like Tolkein. 
(Among the tidbits in the excellent devel- 
oper commentary: "We got to keep the nip- 
ples, but we lost the penis оп the Cyclops") 

God of War's Greek mythology owes more 
to Boris Vallejo than Edith Hamilton. Like 
that other recent slab of ancient Greek 
cheese, the Wolfgang Petersen/Brad Pitt 
Troy, the source material is beside the point. 
Cerberus is a boss who vomits up lava pup- 
pies, sirens are loitering around in the mid- 
dle of the desert, Hades is a giant robot, and 
Pandora's box is a divine WMD that, umm... 
so that's what it's supposed to do? 

Of course, the priority is to thrill the audi- 
ence, so no harm, no foul. Particularly since 
God of War does its job so well. The combat 
system is slick and comprehensive, carefully 
folding in fancy moves, dodging, magic, 
and weapons at a manageable pace, letting 
you choose what you want to develop. The 
difficulty scales for whatever level of chal- 
lenge уои like, offering to drop you to a 
lower level if you're having trouble. Unlike 
the developers at Capcom, it seems as if 
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Jaffe really wants you to play to the end of 
his game. 

But what God of War delivers better than 
almost any other game—certainly better 
than any other game on the PlayStation 2— 
is a thundering cinematic presentation. It's 
similar to the Medal of Honor games for how 
well it moves you from set piece to set 
piece, as if you were in the capable hands of 
a director staging an elaborate play. But 
God of War is big. Really big. Olympian. Hell, 
even operatic and Wagnerian, with its fond- 
ness for massive unlikely sets, kettledrums, 
and a chanting chorus. Unlike Devil May Cry, 
you don't fiddle with the camera, because 
the developers who made this world know 
better than you what you should be looking 
at. The result is a stunning technical 
achievement all the more remarkable for 
how it seems to bust out of the limitations 
of its five-year-old hardware. This is one of 
those games perfect not just to show your 
friends, but to put in their hands. In fact, the 
whole “you gotta try this!" factor gives it a 
lot of its replay value. 

And you're not just pulled along by the 
visceral satisfaction of thudding steel 
blades and splashing blood. There's a well- 
told narrative, doled out with a mixture of 
static artwork, pre-rendered cinematics, 
dignified voiceover, and plot twists. 
Unfortunately, everything gets Zen in the 
end and it all wraps up with one of those 
annoying boss fights where you can't use 
any of the tricks you just spent fifteen 
hours learning. But there's a gratifying reso- 
lution and a sly endgame joke about the 
redemptive power of a simple hug. We just 
wanted to hack and slash, Jaffe. And this is 
what you give us? Bravo! Ei 


Musashi: 


Samurai Legend 


A half-cooked microwaveable burrito 


* Vo 

Genre Extreme Close-up Action RPG 
Developer/Publisher Square-Enix ESRB Teen 
Platform PS2 


usashi: Samurai Legend may seem like 
M a good game to someone who's never 

played Dark Cloud 2. But if you've 
been spoiled by the latter's buffet of game- 
play and content (with complimentary half- 
assed golf game dessert bar), Musashi is a 
meager grab'n go meal in comparison. 

At first, they may seem similar, being ac- 
tion RPG's with similar looks. Square-Enix is 
touting that their cel-shaded stylized anime 
characters are shaded by the artists and 
not generated algorithmically, but the dif- 
ference is negligible. What is noticeable is 
the resulting lack of variety in what you 
face off against; art time must have been 
spent polishing creatures instead of mak- 
ing more of them. 

This DIY attitude extends to you at- 
tempting to keep the camera in a decent 
position. It can't be zoomed out and it's 


[top] She just said, “Our hands are friggin’ HUGE.” 
[bottom] A rare occasion of the camera actually 
being the proper distance from the action. 


usually too close to Musashi to see what's 
going on. You can lock onto an enemy, but 
the lock breaks whenever it moves off 
screen. The camera control goes Sisyphean 
as the Al constantly exploits this, especially 
in boss battles, where the creatures love 
jumping high into the air behind you, leav- 
ing you trying to angle and spin your view 
to watch their shadow while also trying to 
position yourself. 

There's a certain sadism with the slow 
spinning camera being at such cross-pur- 
poses with the mechanic of copying an 
enemy's moves, which requires filling a 
meter by maintaining a lock for a few sec- 
onds. Copying moves and carrying an NPC 
around as you fight are the only action me- 
chanics the game offers beyond hack and 
slash, and they both come off as thin, super- 
fluous, and poorly implemented. But so do 
the RPG mechanics and the game overall. 
Witness the unskippable cutscenes and the 
recurring clichéd non-choice of “Will you 
do/save/kill X? Yes/No.’ -Matthew Gallant 


Arcade Boxing EA 


Sports Teen Xbox, PS2, GameCube 


A Sports continues its attempt at reha- 
bilitating the reputation of boxing with 
Fight Night Round 2. And it succeeds 
mightily, turning the promise of last year's 
Fight Night 2004 into a game so damn good 
that it can make a sweet-science purist for- 
get the past decade of Don King atrocities. 
Success here is measured by EA Sports’ 
decision to throw out button-mash boxing. 
Since using gamepad buttons to throw 
punches in arcade boxing games always 
leads to ridiculous spectacles more Rocky 
vs. Apollo than Ali vs. Frazier, the developers 
have chucked the whole idea for Total 
Boxing Control. This new control system 
puts the buttons in the backseat and turns 
everything over to the analog sticks. 
This takes some getting used to, but the 
pain is worth the gain. Using the left stick for 


[top] Cover boy Bernie brings the blood. [bottom] Seven Dwarf nickname or not, Winky Wright is one tough 


light-middleweight. 


footwork and the right for jabs, uppercuts, 
haymakers, and blocks gives bouts a lifelike 
flow that's impossible to recreate with a d- 
pad and buttons. You can bob and weave, 
pull back a hook, fake a left jab and throw a 
right hook, block a haymaker, and so on. 

Best of all, these moves come naturally. 
You never catch yourself gasping at the 
controller, mindlessly inputting a combo. 
Fighting is wholly organic, like you've estab- 
lished a mind-meld linking you, your 
gamepad, and Rocky Marciano, Evander 
Holyfield, Arturo Gatti, or whichever one of 
the dozens of featured greats you've cur- 
rently got in the ring. 


There's also a detailed career mode, a cut- 
man option letting you work the spit bucket 
between rounds, and online scraps sup- 
ported by Xbox Live and the EA Sports PS2 
matching service. The feature list is full, es- 
pecially in career play, where you can spend 
hours just training your boxer and working 
through the amateur ranks. 

But all of this is just icing on the Total 
Boxing Control cake. Remove every frill and 
dump the gorgeous 3D graphics for barely. 
animated stick figures and Fight Night 
Round 2 would still be a classic. Few arcade 
sports games understand their sports as 
well as this one. -Brett Todd 
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Kessen even allows you to wail Dynasty Warriors-style on an army. 


Koei takes a slightly different approach to historical gaming with 
Dynasty Warriors 5 and Kessen III. sy David J. LONG 


Dynasty Warriors 5 
Koei/PS2/Teen 


Kessen Ill 
Koei/PS2/Teen 


ome might remember Koei as the 

makers of hardcore strategy games 

like Nobunaga's Ambition and 
Romance of the Three Kingdoms. The com- 
pany’s latest two games, Dynasty Warriors 
5 and Kessen III, show just how far this de- 
veloper has come. With beautifully ren- 
dered characters and locations, they 
bring history and fantasy together in a 
unique way, accompanied by stirring mu- 
sical soundtracks. Hard rock fuels the ac- 
tion in one and lots of Japanese drums in 
the other. 
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Kessen ІІ features combat оп an army 
scale, with many men under one general 
and multiple armies on the field. You 
prime generals for battle with various 
equipment and troop types, give orders, 
and then set them loose in Japan’s feudal 
era. At any time, you can take manual con- 
trol to influence the proceedings, mashing 
the square button to keep your troops on 
the offensive. If you overlook strategy, 
your armies can be quickly overrun. 
Position, facing, and timing have a unique 
effect on the action 

That's not so different from Dynasty 
Warriors 5, which looks like a beat-'em-up 
game but is actually a bit more. You spend 
nearly the entire game mashing square 
with a little bit of triangle, circle, and X 


970 aia 
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thrown in. A tiny dose of strategy comes 
from choosing who to mash buttons 
against, when to take them on, and how 
to do it. The fighting system is actually a 
bit more complex than just running every- 
one through; nevertheless, it provides a lot 
of exciting action. If you've never played a 
game in the series, this is a good place to 
start. There are a ton of characters to 
choose from, all of which run together un- 


that Ancient China did not have such pretty effects; Twenty against one? Hardly a match! 


less you've actually read the enormous 
Romance of the Three Kingdoms the game 
is based on. What it all boils down to is a 
whole lot of entertaining butt-kicking, 
with a pile of unlockable weapons, body- 
guards, and gear. 

Fans of real-time strategy will appreci- 
ate Kessen Ills Al. It's good enough that 
you don't have to micromanage every- 
thing on the field of battle. You can send a 
unit on a reasonably long path and have it 
arrive safely while you devote your atten- 
tion elsewhere. The camera system nicely 
frames all the fighting but you will find 
yourself having to switch to the planning 
screen to see the bigger picture. Directing 
the action from horseback definitely piles 
on the immersion. That's a big win. You'll 
learn to fear the archer volley and various 
general powers. Yes, the game does have 
fantasy elements— this isn't Rome: Total 
War. Generals get various abilities that in- 
fluence battles, often on a large scale. It's 
kind of like how fighting games throw in 
the fantastical with their realistic. The 
powers never really seem out of place and 
in fact increase the satisfaction when de- 
stroying an army. Most importantly, this is 
probably the best game in the Kessen se- 


ries yet, as it streamlines everything that 
came before. 

If there's a downside to Dynasty Warriors 
5, it's definitely that number in the title. 
This is the fifth iteration of a series where 
you essentially beat the crap out of every- 
one. Sure, you ride on horseback again 
and now you can storm castles, conquer- 
ing them and altering the morale of your 
enemy, but in the end. you're still just 
mashing buttons with an occasional bit of 
thought. If that's not your cup of tea, then 
stay far away because even the history 
might not be enough to keep you enter- 
tained. There is no Japanese voice track in 
this one either, while Kessen Ill supports 
both languages. When played in spoken 
English, both games are like poorly 
dubbed foreign films. 

What's truly satisfying is these games 
make history entertaining. You find your- 
self reading the biographies and mar- 
veling at what these men and women did 
long ago. It's embellished with myth, but 
it definitely makes a human connection to 
what are strong games first and history 
lessons second. When combined with 
high-quality production, you get two 
uniquely appealing titles. 


2 


[clockwise from top] Nicely done cutscenes tell the tale of Three Kingdoms in Dynasty Warriors 5; It's likely 


Take 2/Xbox/PS2/Everyone 


This is a first-rate baseball title, assuming 
you can ignore the shocking number of 
bugs that ruin single-player. The most egre- 
gious glitch happens when you have run- 
ners on base; the CPU has a tendency to 
throw multiple wild pitches, sometimes as 
many as eight in one game. If that wasn't 
bad enough, there are lineup bugs, stat 
bugs, weird franchise mode bugs, and on 
and on. While this hurts single-player, it 
plays wonderfully on Xbox Live and is easily 
worth the $20 if used strictly for that pur- 
pose. But the series deserves a better fate 
than this. -William Abner 


Namco/PS2/Xbox/Mature 


Dead to Rights hasn't changed much. It's still 
a poor man's Max Payne, where the hordes 
of cookie-cutter characters are cussing up a 
storm in an attempt to give the cartoon-y 
action a bit of M-rated cred. On the easier 
levels, it's a silly exercise in mashing buttons 
to spew ammo throughout a world of bad 
physics, cheap animation, and tinny sound. 
But if you dial up the difficulty, it works a bit 
better as a set of cover puzzles, sort of like a 
kiddie version of Full Spectrum Warrior or 
Brothers in Arms. And what it lacks in finesse, 
it at least tries to make up with pacing. 
Тот Chick 
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Dirt Racing Rainbow Studios 
THQ ESRB Everyone PS2, Xbox 


nits day, the PC game Motocross Madness 
was pretty cool. You could bump along 
rugged terrain on your dirtbike and giggle 

madly when you landed too hard and your 
driver was hurled over the handlebars and 
smacked forcefully into the dirt. Remember, 
these were the days before ragdoll physics. 
Back then, it was something special to see a 
guy with his legs splayed out and his torso 
folded over like a taco shell. 

But the developers at Rainbow Studios 
haven't made much progress since then. 
This latest iteration of their bumping-over- 
rugged-terrain engine feels glib and super- 
ficial next to franchises like Rallisport 
Challenge, Colin McRae, and even Rockstar's 
underrated Smuggler's Run series. The trick 
system, which is a matter of waiting out 
timed animations, is as simplistic as ever 
considering what's been done with the SSX 
and Tony Hawk games. 

It doesn't help that the rubberbanding AI 
makes every race a formality until the last 
quarter of the last lap. Nor does it help that 
you can't play with the advanced driving 
until you've unlocked it; what passes for 
physics in the meantime are little timing 
tricks involving the clutch and jerking 
around in your seat to get extra height on a 
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jump. Otherwise, you're just mashing the 
accelerator with impunity. 

Things get livelier when you start unlock- 
ing the monster trucks and dune buggies 
(the airplanes and helicopters are a perfect 
uber-unlockable for this kind of arcade driv- 
ing game). If the actual gameplay can't be as 
spirited as the title, at least it can be more 
varied. The real appeal of MX vs. ATV 
Unleashed is getting multiplayer games 
going with a mix of vehicle types bumping 
around in the dirt and jostling for first place. 
It's during these blissfully zany matches that 
you probably won't mind what an otherwise 
unremarkable game you're playing. -Tom Chick 


Unreal Console Game 
Midway Mature 


Epic 
Xbox 
mazingly, a quick review of the litera- 
ture reveals that the most common 
complaint about the first Unreal 
Championship was that it didn't have 
enough of a story. Reviewers really should- 
n't make crazy, irresponsible criticisms like 
this, because somebody at Epic could read 
one, panic, and then act on it. 

The first indication that this nightmare 
scenario may have actually come to pass is 
the sequel’s logorrhea of a name: Unreal 
Championship 2: The Liandri Conflict. 
Nothing says “beware of oncoming plot” 
like an extraneous subtitle. The sinking feel- 
ing that began at the colon there in the title 


continues at the main menu, which includes 
an option for “story mode.” 

Luckily, story mode turns out to be noth- 
ing worse than a series of well-done ‘bot 
matches with some cutscenes crammed be- 
tween them that nobody will ever see be- 
cause the developers have thoughtfully 
programmed at least two different buttons 
to skip them. There's also a tournament 
mode, which is just like story mode only 
with less story and fourteen different char- 
acters, each featuring a unique tournament 
path against the game's capable bots. 

The biggest changes are a drastic switch 
from first-person to third-person, and a 
complementary new focus on melee 
weapons and Mario-esque platform acro- 
batics. There're still plenty of guns, but the 
new perspective makes the action even 
faster-paced than it already was. Now it 
plays less like Unreal Tournament and more 
like Powerstone with swearing. 

A couple of evidently unpopular modes 
have been axed, replaced by a couple of 
new ones, including Nali slaughter, in which 
players compete to massacre the unarmed, 
peace-loving aliens. It isn't as satisfying as it 
sounds—the Nali are simply too serene in 
the face of death. But the rest of the game, 
with its solid new combat system, a massive 
amount of thankfully plot-free content, 
comprehensive Live support, and the tri- 
umphant return of Mr. Voice solemnly in- 
toning “Double Kill’ is routinely thrilling 
enough to make you forget the cheesy 
Unreal aesthetic. -Erik Wolpaw 


[top] Striking a blue blow. [bottom] Bringing a 
sword to a grenade fight 


our man in Japan 


by Shou Suzuki 


Law and/or Order 


Getting your day in court with Gyakuten Saiban 


60-year-old hit man. Your disgusting client, who's hold- 

ing your friend hostage to force you into persuading 
the court to find him innocent, swirls his margarita around 
and chuckles. Suddenly, the scary white-haired rival lawyer 
with her whip enters the courtroom to produce the last 
three crucial pieces of evidence. One of these, when linked 
with a persuasive argument, can save the day. 

Welcome to the comically twisted world of Gyakuten 
Saiban ("Gyakuten" conveys a reversal and “saiban” means 
trial, making for an apt title for the unforeseen twisty logic 
dilemmas its charming characters spiral into). Capcom’s fe- 
rocious adventure series debuted three years ago to an un- 
expected flood of praise and success in Japan, and is now 
on its way to North America. 

You are a lawyer who fights for the innocence of his 
clients against the unfair politics of the Japanese courts. 
With its obscene sense of humor, the games send up the 
Japanese court system. Yuppie lawyer Godo wears a cyborg 
visor and compares everything to his myriad blends of cof- 
fee; police investigator bachelor Keisuke is a lovable oaf 
who both helps and hinders; Natsumi is a tacky socialite 
tabloid photographer with a ‘fro, simultaneously providing 
damaging or helpful pictures of crime scenes. You may have 
to argue against your own client who is convinced he did 
the crime, or work against a witness who eats a piece of evi- 
dence at a crucial moment. Saiban eases you slowly into its 
logic until you're drudging up truly inspired lines of reason- 
ing and brilliant heroics in response to some uniquely diffi- 
cult conundrums. 

Each of several scenarios is split into acts where you 
gather evidence and then present it in court. The courtroom 
drama is a blend of manga-speed lines, 2D camera work 
that would make an ADD kid dizzy, and animations of nerv- 
ousness, surprise, and frustration. But the emphasis is on lis- 
tening to witnesses, questioning them, and sometimes try- 
ing to ferret out contradiction. You'll need to construct the 
contradictions, using evidence and character files. 
Sometimes, you'll have to defend against the prosecutor's 
objections and explain why a contradiction is relevant. This 
can range from selecting among multiple-choice answers to 
pointing out details on photograph with your cursor or sin- 
gling out suspicious language. Incorrect deductions can 
hurt your case, and you'll receive a penalty on a sort of "en- 
ergy bar" that tracks its health. Lesser infraction will only 


T here's a wireless radio on the witness stand linked to a 


cause a minor ding, but more important logic snafus will re- 
ally hurt. These penalties create tension, but won't blow the 
game if you make a mistake. 

In the detective sections, you'll need to thoroughly ques- 
tion everyone. Open your notebook and broach subjects 
about people and evidence related to the case, or choose 
the usual conversation topics from a predetermined list. Our 
lawyer can also look around by pressing a search button. 
The cursor will wiggle at whatever catches his attention. 
You'll run into psychological barriers that make the people 
you're questioning reluctant to divulge information; this is 
represented by a physical lock, which you can break by 
forming an argument and battering at the locks until your 
subject spills the goods. 


and frustration." 


It'5 hard to convey how deep the courtroom and detec- 
tive sections are. By choosing evidence or character files in 
combination with the traditional conversation methods, 
characters have hundreds of lines of dialogue in response to 
literally dozens of queries. But nothing is random or helter 
skelter. The typical “try-everything!” approach doesn't work. 
This is an example of how Saiban effectively evades some of 
the frustrations of the genre, presenting puzzles along the 
lines of a trial argument' logical reasoning, albeit in a comi- 
cally illogical world. But there are no FedEx quests. There is 
no chance to lock yourself into a fail state. There are no in- 
stant deaths. There is no inventory kung fu. And since you 
can skip dialogue and cutscenes, Saiban is all delight and 
virtually no frustration. 

And it's not coming to your PC. The first chapter of the se- 
ries is being ported to the Nintendo's DS for a journey to 
North America this summer in what is looking like a very 
careful translation of the game's superb sense of surprise 
delivery, wordplay, and inspired dialogue. @ 


"The courtroom drama is 
a blend of manga-speed 
lines, 2D camera work 
that would make an ADD 
kid dizzy, and animations 
of nervousness, surprise, 
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INSIDER 


applied game theory BY HENRY JENKINS AND KURT SQUIRE 


Games Get 
serious 2.0 


Why serious games are a good place to look for 
cutting-edge design 


hen most people think of educational games, they 
W don't think of cutting-edge of design or theory. A few 
years back, we surveyed the MIT student body to see 
what they thought about educational games, and the re- 
sponses were predictable. 
One student summed up the dilemma: "The problem 
with educational video games today is that they are just 


“All games are educational in the sense 


that (good ones) are constantly teaching 
the player new patterns, and getting them 
to do new things." 


cheesy. I've played 'educational'-type games in middle- 
school (remember Math Blaster?) and they sucked. If people 
are going to learn from the games and want to play them, 
they'd better be damn good games, on par with commercial 
console games in terms of graphics, sound, and playability.” 
But it's not that good educational games can't exist; it's that 
people making them usually don't understand the medium. 
At places like the Serious Games summit—an annual 
gathering of developers using games for not-strictly-enter- 
tainment purposes, held during the Game Developers 
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Conference in March—it was clear that we're starting to see 
people who do understand the medium making and talking 
about educational games. Titles like Full Spectrum Warrior 
have convinced people that games can be used for training, 
research, or various other purposes, and still be good. 

Still, until now, serious games have been somewhat in the 
ghetto of both games industry and game theory. This year's 
Serious Games, keynoted by Sony Online Entertainment's 
Raph Koster, showed precisely why serious games are a 
good place to look for cutting-edge design and theory. 

Koster's theory, which is outlined in his book A Theory of 
Fun for Game Design is a good start for thinking about how 
games work. In short, he argues that a primary joy of games 
is in learning. Gameplay involves pattern recognition, learn- 
ing to see game systems, and experiencing mastery over 
them, something which happens to match up well with 
modern theories of cognition. Koster shows how under- 
standing cognition—especially how reward schedules, care- 
ful managing of difficulty levels, and well-paced introduc- 
tion of novelty—helps make a game fun. 

Koster's theory doesn't exactly relate to educational 
games, but it suggests why learning is interesting—not just 
if you're a teacher, but if you're a game designer. The core is- 
sues that game designers deal with—how to teach players 
to play the game, manage complexity, and make them 
"deep"—are all cognitive problems. For designers like Raph 
Koster and educators like James Paul Gee, all games are ed- 
ucational in the sense that (good ones) are constantly teach- 
ing the player new patterns, and getting them to do new 
things. Most gamers who have experienced the grind have 
felt the opposite of this experience. 

Cognitive theorists and game designers might even ben- 
efit from more interaction, not just in terms of learning from 
one another's practice but also in working on common 
problems. After Koster's talk, a group of academics, artists 
designers, and gamers got together to discuss his points. A 
lively argument ensued about representations (e.g. how 
characters look), or what some would call “window dressing’ 
fits in to this theory. Most everyone acknowledged that it 
matters to players that Grand Theft Auto has cars, guns, and 
cops instead of tricycles, flowers, and little girls (which 
would be World of WarCraft, assuming you're a female 
gnome riding a mechanical chicken while boosting your 
herbalist skill). 

Most artists could have told you most of this already, but 
taking the art in games seriously is in fact an important 
issue for game design and points us toward the meanings 
players making through experiences. This is more than just 
manipulating systems and rules, it's also about culture. Part 
of the fun in Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas is the play of ap- 
propriating L.A. gangsta culture, circa early 1990s. (Which 


many have theorized can be read as a response to anaes- 
thetized suburban life.) Star Wars Galaxies players want to 
live in the Star Wars universe. In fact, if you listen to any 
MMO player talk about their character, it's clear that most 
care wildly about how they look. 

When we look at meaning-making for players—some- 
thing absolutely core to educational games—we have to 
look beyond just the direct perception of the game system 
and rules and at the meanings they make in experiences. 
And this is what makes games so fascinating for many cog- 
nitive psychologists. Good games provide compelling expe- 
riences, and we're only beginning to understand how, say, 


view from the middle 


running a simulated city or being an urban warrior relates to 
political beliefs. 

Part of what makes these summits so fascinating for us, is 
the way that game designers so willingly share their suc- 
cesses, failures, and thinking behind their craft, and as 
games move forward into bigger and bigger business, we 
hope that the industry keeps this commitment to openness, 
experimentation, and even learning. 


Henry Jenkins and Kurt Squire are co-directors of The Education 
Arcade, which is based at MIT and the University of Wisconsin- 
Madison. More information on the program can be found at 
educationarcade.org 


BY KEN LEVINE 


Something from 
Nothing 


A day in the life of Frank Demographix, the new 
marketing guy at the Coca-Cola company 


here's a bottle of carbonated brown water with a few 

tablespoons of high-fructose corn syrup mixed in. It's 
literally identical to five hundred or so other products on 
the market, with the except that this one is called Coca-Cola 
and the other ones are called ‘Something Else’-Cola. 

“What's that, Frank? You don't like Coca-Cola? You're more 
of a Mountain Dew guy? You'd like to see more of a lemon- 
lime twist to it? You feel it's a bit too carbonated? What's 
that? If product development makes those changes, you can 
really get behind the product? You want them to come 
down and demo the cola to you and tell you why it's better 
than the other colas?" 

Of course, this is the point in the story where old Frank 
Demographix is roughly escorted out of the Coca-Cola 
building by security. 

Videogame marketing and PR guys have it pretty good. 
They are heavily involved in greenlight decisions, where 
they have the loudest voice as to which games do and don't 
get made. They are able to demand changes to make a 
game more "appealing" to the “mass-market” They are ab! 
to demand screen shots, demos, and in-depth articles di- 
rectly from the development team. 

In other words, marketing and PR people have put them- 
selves into a position where they are the "audience" They 
want to be shown "vertical slices" of games; in other words, 
a playable demo early in the development process that is 
supposed to look like a finished product. Most of them 
wouldn't recognize a design document if they woke up in 
bed naked with one. 

Let me make something clear. There are good marketing 


dd H ere you go, Frank! This is your desk. Ain't it nice? Now 


m 


and PR people. But for the most part, people in this profes- 
sion spend the majority of their time getting behind the 
mega-franchises and the sure-fire hits. 

When you're selling Coca-Cola (or window cleaner or 
peanut butter), you don't have anything to work with. 
You've got an aluminum can full sugar water practically 
identical to dozens of others sitting on the shelf. No physics 
models, no stunning new visuals, and no unique multiplayer 
modes. You have to sweat blood to create something from 
nothing. You have to create a perception of your product 
that's separate from what you are selling. You have to con- 
ceive an experience that's larger than the thing you are sell- 
ing. They have to make that sugar water sing with a 1000cc 
injection of bullshit and magic. 


р 


“Marketing and PR 


guys have the loudest 


voice as to whic 


games do and don’t 
get made, but most 
wouldn't recognize a 
design document if 
they woke up in bed 
naked with one.” 

In other words, if traditional marketers demanded that 
their products do all the work, they would never be able to 
build effective campaigns. Game marketers are so used 
being "presented to" that they practically demand the prod- 
ucts sell themselves. They require that the game be sold to 
them before they're ready to sell the game. 


This would be fine if games were saleable in their early 
stages, when marketing needs to come on board. The prob- 
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lem is, games are ugly, stupid, and very difficult to love early 
in their development. So, the developer has to go through a 
giant dance and make it pretty and smart before it’s ready 
to be pretty and smart. In the games business, we call this 
“vertical slice prototyping.” In the real world, we call this 
“wasting time.” 

Marketing the big sequels and giant licenses is not hard 
work. Nobody ever won a Nobel Prize for getting a cover for 
the new Star Wars game. I'm blown away by the guys who 
can make something out of nothing, who can take the cool 
little game that has no buzz and no awareness and build 
that buzz and awareness. 

Full Spectrum Warriors campaign was particularly impres- 
sive. It was a new brand that introduced a totally new kind 
of gameplay from what was then a fairly unknown devel- 
oper. It was also burdened with a fairly bizarre title. Through 
a combination of sustained PR and marketing efforts that 
focused heavily on how this game was different and how the 
game mechanics actually worked, they built the brand from 


incoherent ramblings 


the ground up. | remember watching the gameplay presen- 
tation at E3 and being amazed how focused it was on the 
the play experience versus the traditional marketing focus 
on graphics, quantitative features (Eight hundred levels!) or, 
God help us, story. 

At the end of the day, it's arguable that the game didn't 
live up to the marketing. And that's not a slam against the 
game, it's a credit to campaign that took a quirky little title 
and built mass-market appeal brick-by-brick. So, marketing 
and PR people of the world, here's your big chance to im- 
press a developer. Look at your stable of titles. Play them. 
There must be one that has no so-hot-it-melts-butter 
demo, no franchise, no pedigree, but somehow manages 
to assert itself as cool. Make this title your project. 
Dedicate yourself to it. Make something from nothing. 
Because you never know—someday it may be you selling 
the sugar water. Il 


Ken Levine is the General Manager and Creative Director of 
Irrational Games. 


BY KELLY WAND 


Game Design 
Lessons 


The three essential Ds to make your game pitch 


irresistible: Dynamic! Derivative! Pie Charts! 

ife is the journey, not the destination. (That's called 
L “death,” actually). Life just doesn't pay nearly as well as 

death, a fact anyone wanting to pitch a game idea in 
today's freewheeling studio system should keep in mind for 
at least a second or two before any pitch session. Though 
the development cycle of the average game may vary 
crazily from one mismanaged corporation to the next, it's 
important for prospective game designers to realize that 
keeping the gravy train in motion is infinitely more essential 
than any possible code release of Medieval Support Group: 
Online could ever hope to be. 

Getting paid to think up unworkable ideas for stuff no- 
body will want to play isn't just capitalism in action, it's 
showing support for the troops. Or at least for you, if 
you're not a troop, but that doesn't make it any less 
noble. Doctors get paid billions of dollars per chart signa- 
ture just to "treat" diseases rather than cure them, and 
who's more noble than doctors? Exactly. You. Because 
you make less. 

By simply following the succinct instructions on how to 
sell yourself effectively speckled throughout this award-win- 
ning article, you're reaching what we in the biz call "the skim 
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horizon" The only question you'll soon be asking yourself is, 
“Shouldn't all this money I’m drowning in go to someone in 
real need?” Two words: hooray for you. After all, isn't murder 
just survival cynically misspelled? 

Anyway, the important thing to remember during any 
game pitch is that you have all the answers, even if 


“Getting paid to think up unworkable 


ideas for stuff nobody will want to play 
isn’t just capitalism in action, it’s 
showing support for the troops." 
they're stupid ones to stupid questions asked by jerks. 
Sound like you have an actual vision for something, 
throw in a couple winking references to vertex shaders to 


let the suits know you're a team player, and bingo: instant 
parking space. 


Let's take a gander at this moderately whitewashed tran- 
script of my recent pitch at the offices of a certain studio 
that thought itself too “cool” to hear my presentation, at 
least till | pressed the latest issue of this hound against their 
front glass pane and snuck in later with a couple naively af- 
fable QA patsies shambling back from their smoke break. 
Note the subtle way in which | keep the mental focus of my 
foes/meal tickets trained exactly where | want it at all times. 
This puts them off throwing me out for at least a couple 
more seconds because they're tired. This maneuver would 
qualify as a fourth D (see above), were "The Four D's” to have 
as nice a ring to it. 

Studio X: "Who are you again?" 

Me: “1 prefer to let my work speak for itself” 

"Which is what again?" 

"Games. | breathe games the way most people breathe 
fresh spring water. Let me start over. Picture this. What does 
every gamer want to be, deep down in their heart of hearts 
of darknesses?" 

“Rich? Loved? Someone else?" 

“All that. But | was talking about the moon.’ 

“I'm sorry, they want to be the moon? Not following you, 
I'm afraid.” 

“Yeah. | don't get it either. Freaks. But we're not here to 
judge people. We're here to exploit them. What famous first- 
person shooters to date have had you playing as the moon? 
Name 31. Go!” 

"Hmm, we're definitely not interested. Harla, would you 
get security in here, please?" 

“You do more than just shoot, though. You're a moon, bra. 
You orbit, you cause tides, you dodge asteroids, cause 
eclipses. In a way, it's four games in one. And should be 
priced accordingly. Which brings me to my finder's fee and 
sleeping needs.’ 

“I'm sorry, we don't... we're not going to be able to hear 
any more about this today. Thank you for coming in. Best of 
luck in your future projects.” 

"| call it Lunatic. Accent on the "nat" Makes it sound more 
sci-fi. Nerds are into that moon stuff" 

“Yes. Again, thank you.” 

Needless to say, the company passed up this golden op- 
portunity. After a little online research, | found out why: 
gold’s not worth that much since the 1800s. Yet note the po- 
liteness, and the length of their patience for my presence in 
their well-stocked conference room. Such baby steps to 
health insurance and office romance may feel like work at 
the time, but if the electronic entertainment industry has 
taught us anything, it's that cushy severance packages are 
usually the end result of a little puddle of elbow grease. If 
you interrupt them at just the right moments, most sea- 
soned game designers will admit that the ancient Chinese 
art of pitching bad ideas to disinterested executives is all in 
the elbow. 

Or, to paraphrase legendary pitchman and confessed 
Culdcept aficionado Robert Evans, if there's grass on the 
field, the sweeter the juice. 


Next month: Words revolving around yet another non-topic. Minus 
the revolving. 


Next month, we'll take a look 
at a game so hig, so huge, so 
exclusive, so scoop-tastic, 
so world exclusive, we can't 
even mention its name. Or 


the company that makes it. 
Or whether it exists. 


Which it doesn't. 


Or alternately, we'll have some game on the cover, a 
bunch of reviews and previews, and some other stuff. But 


we promise it'll be really good. Really. 


The July issue. 
On sale June 4th. 
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three finger salute 


BY TOM CHICK 


Of Human Bondage 


The latest moves in the game ratings game 


black,’ says Delia Stone, public relations manager for 
the FGRB. 

The FGRB assigns those letters to computer games that 
aid DA's offices conducting sting operations on retailers. The 
board has recently shown a new flexibility by introducing 
the new E+ rating for games that are too violent for kids 
under 10, but not violent enough for kids over 13. 

Now they're struggling with how to classify non-lethal vi- 
olence."We've gotten several complaints about games 
where you tie people up, or take them prisoner, or otherwise 
bind or restrict them,’ Stone says, referring specifically to 
Vivendi Universal's SWAT 4 
and Atari’s Act of War. 


dd к people instead of killing them is the new 


felt uncomfortable being 


like ‘yellow, or ‘elephant, or 


‘yellow elephant.” 


^| guess it's no longer enough to just shoot people,’ she 
says. “At first, we had suggested that the developer put in 
safe words that everyone agreed on beforehand. For in- 
stance, if one of the characters felt uncomfortable being tied 
up, it might say something like ‘yellow, or ‘elephant, or ‘yel- 
low elephant’ That would mean you were modeling a strictly 
consensual situation. We want to encourage safe behavior.” 

But Stone says when the FGRB conducted playtesting in 
their appropriateness labs, they were horrified to find that 
you could torment the people you tied up in SWAT 4."You 
can squirt them in the eyes with pepper spray. You can use a 
taser gun on them even after they've complied. You can 
shoot them with beanbag shotgun rounds, which probably 
really smarts. And this is a game where you're supposed to be 
a police officer. | can't imagine these things happening after 


“if one of the characters 


tied up, it might say something 


the whole Rodney King incident, so we were going to put it 
under the category of fantasy violence. But we didn't want to 
confuse the issue with what happened with the dwarves.’ 

Stone is talking about the controversy surrounding one of 
Electronic Arts’ Lord of the Rings games, which featured a 
scene in which a dwarf was tossed. “That was particularly of- 
fensive to people of a smaller stature. | don’t think midgets is 
the right word, but you know what I’m trying to say.” 

In the real-time strategy game Act of War, players are en- 
couraged to build prisons and capture enemies to collect a 
ransom. “After Abu Ghraib, do you know what signal this 
sends? The game is essentially saying, ‘hey, you should cap- 
ture people and put them in a prison, where they could be 
made to pile up naked or be put on leashes’ Also, this game 
was made in France, so | think there may be anti-America 
ridicule here. That's probably worth its own category, like 
Simulated Gambling or Tobacco Use.” 

Stone says the FGRB has toyed with a series of new rat- 
ings, but they don't want to confuse the issue with new 
codes that might allow children to deceive their parents. 
She says it's a well-known tactic among children to tell 
their parents that "M" stands for “minors.” 

"And then the parents come to us and ask why their chil- 
dren are playing games that teach them to beat up hook- 
ers, which isn't an appropriate activity until you're 
well over 18. The fact of the matter is that we 
probably should have used minimum ages 
instead of letters" she muses. "But people are so retarded 
these days that they'd probably think that was the price. 
By the way, | don't mean any offense by saying ‘retarded’ 
| have a great deal of respect for retards.’ 

Stone notes that they had a problem with an earlier 
version of Sid Meier's Pirates!, in which players could buy 
and sell tobacco, something minors are prohibited from 
doing in convenience stores and supermarkets. 

"Tobacco is a gateway trade good. Next thing, you're 
trading slaves, and then opium. That's just not right. Before 
you know it, you're going to have a World War ll game with 
concentration camps. We decided to nip that in the bud. Is 
‘nip’ offensive, by the way? Maybe | should say ‘pinch’ that in 
the bud. Although Lord knows, with the stuff we see in 
those anime rape games, | can’t imagine the Japanese get- 
ting offended by anything these days. We'd love people to 
try to publish those over here so we could get some 
mileage out of our AO rating” 

She notes the U.S. ratings, however, are nowhere near as 
restrictive as German ratings. “We let Silent Hunter IIl have 
swastikas and still get a T rating. I'd like to see the Krauts, or 
whatever you call them, try that. A swastika used to be like 
full-frontal nudity, but now it's no worse than a pair of 
breasts without nipples.’ Bl 


Computer Games Magazine (ISSN 1546-5101) is published monthly by Strategy Plus, Inc., 65 Millet Street, Suite 203, Richmond, VT, 05477. 


Subscription rate is $19.97 for a one year subscription, $31.97 Canada. Periodical postage paid at Richmond, VT 05477 and additional mailing offices. Produced in U.S.A. 


Postmaster: Send address changes to Computer Games, PO Box 1965, Marion, OH 43306. 


98 Computer Games | June 2005 


4 ASDERONS |y 


CLL: 


EPIC EVIL CHALLENGES ANCIENT MAGIC IN A BATTLE THAT WILL DECIDE THE 


Visit www.esrb.org FUTURE Of A LEGENDARY RACE. AS THE PAST AND PRESENT CLASH, 
for updated rating ASHERON'S OWN LEGACY IS AT STAKE. WILL YOU HEED THE CALL? Sp! SS 


information. 1 / n 
ESRB ttp:/ /acz.turbinegames.co ошоп turbine) 


TURBINE, Asheron's Call, Asheron's Call Dark Majesty, Asheron's Call 2: Fallen Kings, Turbine Engine, Asheron's Call: Throne of Destiny, and Asheron's Call 2: Legions are registered trademarks or trademarks of 
Turbine, Inc. in the United States or other jurisdictions. Station Publishing and the Station Publishing logo are trademarks of Sony Online Entertainment Inc. All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners. 


PLAY @ 


THE NEXT LE (EL 


Buy Sell « Trade 
Accounts ana 


In Your Favorite 


MMOG 


WORLD of WARCRAFT 
LI NE FAGE П 
EVERQUEST II 
^ Tz “ч ЧУ 
FINAL FANTASY XI 


Increase Enjoyment With New In-Game Wealth & Items 


Safe; Secure and Reliable Transactions 


24/7 instant DELIVERY 


шш =® 


Made with love’ by: 


<EIROMAG- 


Our goallis' to preserve classic video дате magazines so that 
they аге по lost permanently: 


People interested in helping шїп апу capacity; 
please visit us at retromags-com: 


No profit is made from these scans, nor do we offer anything 
available from) the publishers themselves: 


Ifyou соте across anyone selling releases from 
this site) please donot support them and do let us know: 


Thank you! 


